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Introduction 

 
If a distinct concern for things and materiality emerged in both academic and 

popular culture during the late 20th century, these same years produced a 
growing interest in immateriality, media, and its relationship to our material 
culture. The ubiquity of television and radio over the second half of the 20th 
century, anticipated the digital revolution which introduced home computers, 
video games, and ultimately the internet to American households and 
communities. The presence of cultural artifacts in American society that lack a 
material form has both challenged the kind of statements that archaeological 
investigations based on physical objects can make for contemporary society and 
provided new opportunities to expand the reach of archaeological work to 
consider directly non-material artifacts. The Atari games excavated from the 
Alamogordo landfill, for example, represented something more than just plastic 
cartridges encasing silicon chips. In fact, the object of the excavation was the 
recovered the physical manifestation of a the E.T. video game that some critics 
considered among the worst video games ever made. The game itself, of course, 
was a reference to a blockbuster film by the same name. The excavations were 
conducted as part of a documentary on the game which received funding from 
Microsoft as part of their effort to develop their Xbox gaming console as a media 
platform. In other words, the entire Alamogordo excavation was situated at the 
intersection of media and archaeology. Micah Bloom’s Codex project, detailed at 
the conclusion of the last chapter, likewise explores the fate of media cast out of 
context by a the Souris River flood in Minot. Bloom demonstrates how the topics 
and titles of the abandoned, damaged, and forlorn books create subtle ironies, 
emphasize their abject state, and communicate the intimate potential of media. E. 
Breck Parkman’s excavation and cataloguing of the vinyl records recovered from 
excavations of the burned remains of Rancho Olompali where the Grateful Dead 
had lived as part of a larger commune for almost 2 years before a fire destroyed 
the rented mansion in 1969 offers another example of how media offers a 
particularly vivid window into the recent past (Parkman 2014). The discography 
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recovered presented a wide range of collecting and listening habits from July 
Garland to Doc Watson, Frank Sinatra, various Broadway musical scores, and 
jazz artists. The presence of lead and asbestos in the debris required extensive 
remediation before archaeologists could record and study the material. Like so 
many of the books recovered by Bloom’s Codex project and the Atari games 
collected from the Alamogordo landfill, the records were largely unplayable, but 
nevertheless told the story of the “eclectic and contradictory” tastes of the 
commune surrounding the Grateful Dead and Parkman noted that this spoke to 
the diversity of tastes present in the Olompali commune in the late 1960s and 
complicates a narrow view of late 1960s counter culture.     

Media archaeology draws upon larger trends in American popular culture. As 
early as the mid-1980s films such as Bladerunner and novels such as William 
Gibson’s Neuromancer offered visions for future world where the boundaries 
between media and the experience of a gritty urban reality blurred. Gibson, in 
particular, anticipated the development of the World Wide Web and the dynamic 
world of digital media, in a virtual reality world called the “Matrix,” that 
contrasted sharply with the dystopian landscape in which he sets his novel. The 
interplay between futuristic digital culture and an urban backdrop characterized 
by decay, drugs, and violence created a foundation for the cyberpunk aesthetic. 
Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s The Difference Engine (1990) which proposed an 
alternative history in which Victorian scientists created technologies based on 
Charle Babbages 19th century computers and the radically improved steam 
engines. The development of the “steampunk” style of fiction informed Sterling’s 
later “Dead Media Project” in 1995 that sought to document various earlier 
media technologies. The interest in so-called “dead media” reflected a growing 
interest in the contrasting styles, genres, and aesthetics between obsolete 
technologies and the modern digital world. Shannon Lee Dawdy relates the 
cyberpunk, steampunk, and less well known “clockpunk” genres to Walter 
Benjamin’s Arcades project which explored the ruins of consumer capitalism in 
the declining shopping arcades of Paris (Dawdy 2010). Contemporary fiction 
writers shared Benjamin’s interest in complicating the linear flow of modernity 
and progress and creating worlds where the past and the present intermingle. 
The attention to the temporal dimension of modern culture resonates both with 
claims that our world is accelerating and calls for “slow” practices that resist the 
seemingly inexorable pace of technology. 

Contemporary critiques of technology and various digital media forms a key 
element in Gibson’s Neuromancer and Neal Stephenson 1992 novel Snow Crash. 
These works trade in a paranoid style anticipated in the science fiction of writers 
like Philip K. Dick. This distrust for technology as a way to obscure the corrupt 
nature of capitalism, the modern state, and notions of progress becomes 
particularly clear in films such as Tron (1982 and 2010), WarGames (1983), or 
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Terry Gilliam’s film Brazil (1985) and more recently in the Matrix trilogy (1999-
2003), the Jumanji franchise (1990-2019), or, Steven Spielburg’s adaptation of 
Ernie Cline’s Ready Player One (2018). These films pit individuals against 
technology and various powers that serve to use that technology as a method of 
control. While the plots, aesthetics, and degree of paranoia vary, they all blur the 
line between the digital and the physical world as characters are sucked into the 
mainframe in Tron, discover that a simulation on a hacked military 
supercomputer actually start the countdown to nuclear war in WarGames, or find 
that the search for a “Golden Easter egg” in a complex virtual reality game has 
consequences in the real world in Ready Player One. Thomas Pynchon’s 2013 
novel The Bleeding Edge set in the immediate aftermath of the bursting of the dot-
com bubble in 2000 and the 9/11 terrorist attacks of 2001 combines a paranoid 
vision of the “dark web” with the uncertainty and fear in the immediate 
aftermath of the terrorist attacks. In the final pages, Pynchon’s intrepid 
investigator Maxine Tarnow who is spending more and more time in an online 
virtual reality portal called DeepArcher which draws from the deep web. As a 
result, she begins to experience “virtuality creep” as her physical surroundings 
begin to pixelate and reconfigure themselves as they would in DeepArcher’s 
virtual landscapes. Jussi Parikka noted that the immateriality of digital culture 
not only prompted growing attention to things as things, but also a 
corresponding struggle to accommodate the ambiguity of digital objects, 
experiences, and encounters that work to obscure the very materiality that makes 
them possible (Parikka 84-85). As Raiford Guins has argued that digital 
technologies offer new methods for control (Guines 2009) and surveillance 
(Zuboff 2019) many of which are invisible to users.  

While these films, works of fiction, and critiques may initially appear remote 
from conventional archaeological practices, as contemporary American culture 
becomes increasingly mediated by digital technology, archaeology has followed 
suit. The following chapter will consider that the role of archaeology in 
understanding the place of digital technology, media, and practices in 
contemporary American culture. The first part of the chapter will explore  how 
the field of media archaeology and the archaeology of media have sought to 
document and analyze the material manifestations of our digital world, from 
game consoles to hard drives, mobile phones, and the internet itself. The rest of 
the chapter will consider how archaeology has also extended to include applying 
archaeological methods and practices to the study of digital media. The 
emergence of “archaeogaming” with its focus on the archaeology “of and in 
videogames” demonstrates how archaeological methods can serve to document 
the increasingly complex worlds developed in digital environments (Reinhard 
2018). Moreover, the field of digital archaeology has sought to look at the 
growing impact of digital technology, methods, and practices on the field itself.    
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Media Archaeology 

 
Over the last decade, the archaeology of the contemporary world has found 

parallels with “media archaeology” which emerged from the fields of media 
studies, communication, and cultural studies. Media archaeology as an approach 
has drawn more on Foucauldian notions of archaeology, than the disciplinary 
practices associated with archaeology as a discipline. Foucault’s developed his 
use of the term to describe the unconscious rules that govern systems of 
knowledge and articulated it most clearly in The Order of Things (1966) and The 
Archaeology of Knowledge (1969). Among media archaeologists, Foucault’s 
methods encouraged them to unpack the way in which particular media and 
technologies came to exist and function within society (Parikka 2012, 6); Siegfried 
Zielinski saw Foucault’s archaeological approach as a way also to discover the 
deep structures that will shape future media (1996). Among German media 
theorists, the literal potential of media archaeology perhaps became most clear. 
Friedrich Kittler and Wolfgang Ernst, in particular, encouraged the careful study 
and preservation of older and obsolete forms of media. This attention to the 
physical forms of media, especially in the English language work of Finnish 
scholar Jussi Parikka, found ready overlap with the archaeological interest in 
modern material culture. While he emphasizes that media archaeology is distinct 
from disciplinary archaeology, their shared interest in media, technology, and 
“the material manifestations of culture” (Huhtamo and Parikka 2011; Perry and 
Morgan 2015, p. 94) encourages the cross-pollination of methods and ideas. 
Michael Schiffer’s book on the portable radio (1991), for example, recognized the 
importance of media technology in both American national identity and 
economy as well as every day life. Ian Hodder’s early interest in punk fashion 
and identity in Symbols in Action (1982) and Shanks and Tilley’s study of beer 
cans recognized the influence of media — music, television, and advertising — 
on contemporary practice and identity.    

In the 21st century, archaeologists of the contemporary world have continued 
to recognize the significance of media and have drawn upon media archaeology 
to develop more sophisticated readings of the technology that shapes our 
mediated world. The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of the Contemporary World 
(2014) included entries on mobile phones (Maxwell and Miller 2014), film, 
drawing, and the internet authored by archaeologists and media theorists. In 
2015, the Journal of Contemporary Archaeology included a 150 page forum titled 
“Media Archaeologies”that brought together media archaeologists and 
archaeologists to compare methods and research questions. The work featured in 
these collections emphasized the materiality of our digital mediated and 
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immaterial world. Colleen Morgan and Sara Perry’s ”excavation“ of a digital 
hard drive, for example, demonstrated how archaeological methods can serve 
both to document the hard drive itself as a physical artifact and its content. Perry 
and Morgan note that the hard drive as physical object lent itself to 
documentation practices typical to archaeology. The digital media derived from 
the files on the drive and, of course, from the files on the computer, revealed a 
more expansive “landscape” that required a method more akin to intensive 
pedestrian survey and its attention to sampling.  

The last 20 years saw a number of compelling studies focusing on the 
material, cultural, social, and technological history of videogames. Influential 
works like Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost’s Racing the Beam (2009), for example, 
played particular attention to the relationship between code, hardware, and the 
social and cultural expectations of game play. They called this approach platform 
studies and much like media archaeology it emphasized the relationships that 
create the experience of game play on a particular console. More recent works 
have expanded the social and physical context for video games to include their 
place within notions of domesticity and the challenges associated with the 
material preservation of game consoles.   

Michael Newman’s book, Atari Age (2017), pays particular attention to the 
social history of video games in the 1970s and 1980s. He argues that video games 
underwent a process of domestication from the early 1970s when Pong was 
introduced to bars and video arcades emerged as the digital equivalents of 
gaming parlors to the later 1970s when game consoles by Fairchild, Magnavox, 
and eventual Atari brought games into the home. Videogame consoles originally 
entered the home as new ways to interact with your television as the names of 
various consoles, such as the Fairchild “Channel F” suggest. Consoles like the 
Atari 2600 and the Magnavox Odyssey clad in faux wood finishes blended in 
with the wood-paneled family rooms and televisions of the 1970s and 1980s and 
located home videogames within the suburn, middle-class American home 
(Newman 2014, 54). At the same time, Newman argues that the relationship 
between the new gaming console and the television challenged the prevailing 
view of the television as a passive device with little cultural value often marketed 
to women. Domesticating the part of the gaming parlor experience transformed 
the television into an active device and this, combined with the popularity of 
games associated with war (e.g. Space Invaders, Combat) and male dominated 
sports, to transform the television and the family room into a more masculine 
encoded space. Videogames influenced the gender of domestic experience in 
ways similar to how the backyard grill channeled the ruggedly masculine 
experiences of camping and outdoor adventures to the space of the home patio in 
the 1950s and, in part, created an acceptable way for men to participate in the 
domestic work frequently associated with the feminine space of the kitchen 
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(Miller 2010). An archaeology of the video games as both physical objects in a 
spatial context and as media contributes to understanding the transformation of 
domestic space in the postwar decades and anticipates the emergence of the 
television and gaming console as a key components of the 21st-century man 
cave. 

Raiford Guins’s work Game After: A Cultural Study of Videogame Afterlife (2014) 
takes the physical nature of cabinet games and gaming consoles even more 
seriously. Guins considered, for example, the way in which the art on the 
cardboard packages of the game contributed to the game experience by clarifying 
and expanding the rudimentary graphics capacity of early gaming consoles. The 
larger point of this example is that understanding the context for videogames 
extends well beyond well beyond the digital media itself. While the digital 
content of games can be preserved to some extent through various emulator that 
allow for older games to appear on contemporary devices, Guins’s careful study 
of the curated videogame collections, the challenges facing game restorers, and 
the way in which the physical character of games contributed to how players 
experienced gaming. Perhaps the most compelling and archaeological aspects of 
his analysis is his study of the wear marks on game consoles that showed the 
physical aspects of game play by demonstrating where players and spectators 
leaned against the cabinets. Guins was also attentive to the challenges facing 
museum and collectors in keeping their games working. CRT monitors are no 
longer made making it more and more difficult to restore screens. Key features of 
the devices like buttons and controllers have become increasing rare and circuit 
boards, microchips, and other aspects of the games inner workings are 
essentially irreplaceable. Ironically, efforts to preserve these complex machines 
often limiting access to the games which may well help protect them from wear 
and tear, but also further removes them from their dynamic social and cultural 
context.      

The relationship between the physicality of the object and the expansive 
world accessible through the object also finds parallels in the study of mobile 
phones. Cassie Newland’s pioneering master’s thesis at the University of Bristol 
(2004) concisely explored the relationship between technology, legislation, 
practice, and even protests associated with mobile phones in the UK. Newland 
argues that mobile phones created new forms of social organization grounded in 
practices like texting as well as resistance to the encroaching of cell phone 
towers, for example, among groups concerned with the adverse impact of radio 
frequency radiation. Richard Maxwell and Tory Miller’s (2014) chapter on mobile 
phones in the Oxford Handbook similarly emphasized the freedom associated with 
mobile phones, but also contrasts this with the new forms of surveillance 
possible through mobile technology and the environmental damage required to 
produce the range of materials present in each device. 
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The interest in the materiality of the ubiquitous digital devices and the 
seemingly immaterial media has created an intellectual productive tension. 
Maxwell and Miller provide a depressing litany of environmental and social 
damage produced by mobile phones from increases in power consumption to the 
risk of cell phone towers to wildlife, the use of toxic chemicals in manufacturing, 
and the social and environmental damage associated with extractive industries 
necessary for our digital devices. Jussi Parikka’s book on the Geology of Media, for 
example, considers digital media as both figurative and literal expressions of 
geology. Figuratively Parikka plays on the concept of stratigraphy to understand 
how digital devices reflect layers of time and technologies densely superimposed 
on one another to create a functional surface. Literally, his emphasis on geology 
recognizes the complex cocktail of minerals necessary to make our digital tools 
work. Key rare earth minerals such as tantalum and coltan come from mines in 
Congo worked by child labor and in inhuman conditions (Maxwell and Miller 
2014, 709. Lithium, gallium, indium, platinum and other rare and expensive 
elements require large scale extractive industries that function on a global scale 
and at a significant environmental and social cost. The microchips and cases are 
manufactured and assembled in factories and dormitory labor in free trade zones 
in China which have their own history of exploitative practices, suicides, and 
abuse. Josh Lepawski’s Reassembling Rubbish (2018) makes the materiality of 
digital media even more explicit when he considers the weight of the internet. 
He contrasts the observation made in Discover magazine in 2007 that the internet 
weighed only “0.2 millionth of an ounce” with arguments that weighing the 
internet must take into account more than just the electrons that carry messages, 
but also the massive infrastructure that processes, transmits, powers, receives, 
and stores the digital data. Even the most immaterial media require a massive 
material infrastructure.      

Likewise, the waste and byproducts associated with manufacturing this 
infrastructure, our digital  devices and the other digital staples to our consumer 
culture leave traces in bodies and landscapes both in the United States and 
around the world. Silicon Valley, California has become synonymous with 
advances in digital technology and American innovation, and recent work has 
shown a growing awareness of the impact of digital technology on the 
landscape. Christine Finn’s early archaeological study of Silicon Valley (2002), for 
example, emphasized how the growth of the high technology industry in the 
region impacted land use in the region with fruit orchards giving way to glass 
and steel corporate buildings, strip malls, and suburbs. Significantly, she also 
includes a chapter on rise of businesses that managed the waste produced from 
the high speed research and manufacturing cycle associated with digital 
technology. The site of   business that recycled circuit boards and microchips. A 
decade later, Jennifer Gabrys’s book, Digital Garbage (2013), starts with a 
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discussion of the same landscape, but emphasizes the 20 Superfund sites 
associated with former microprocessor manufacturing sites in the region. She 
demonstrates that the slim, convenient, and almost invisible digital devices that 
we carry with us produce a tremendous quantity of waste during their dispersed 
development and manufacturing cycles. Moreover, these devices, in some ways, 
are designed to become waste almost as quickly as they produce technological 
advancements. Devises scheduled for obsolescence move seamlessly from use 
assemblages into various states of provisional discard and global flows of waste.  

If archaeology is the study of garbage and discarded objects, then the 
archaeology of contemporary digital objects and media requires a global purview 
to understand the relationships between production, use, reuse, recycling, and 
discard. As Joshua Lepawsky has noted, however, understanding and tracking 
these flows of waste requires careful attention not only to the range of physical 
contexts where digital objects appear, but also to the blurry categories that define 
their status. Efforts by global organizations concerned with the flow of digital 
waste from North America and Europe to to Africa and Southeast Asia have 
revealed how complicated these flows are. Computers, for example, classified as 
waste in one context may reenter the market in other places and after being 
reconditioned and repaired. Discarded technology might retrace the flow of 
distribution as ships arriving from China or South Korea filled with containers 
offer discounted rates for containers on the return trip. Devices slightly damaged 
during shipping or transported for repair may be classified as waste in one place 
even if they remain fulling functioning or can be easily returned to working 
order.     

The complex character of the global flows of digital objects and media reflects 
the challenges associated with an archaeology of the intense connectivity at the 
heart of contemporary society. In effect, archaeology of the contemporary 
American experience requires us to document and understand production and 
consumption practices on a global level. The modern middens produced from 
our industrialized, high tech culture are as likely to be found in the heart of 
Silicon Valley as in garbage dumps in the developing world or in the New 
Mexico desert. By tracing the flows of digital technology at a global scale, we also 
recognize the complex temporal contexts that define modern technology. As 
Gabrys and Lepawsky have demonstrated digital devices not only have 
complicated lives in which they can move in and out of blurry categories such as 
use, waste, discard, and reuse. The devices themselves also have multiple 
temporalities within them as old technologies like transistors function alongside 
microchips, older standards - such as RCA - exist next to the latest protocols. The 
simultaneous popularity of vinyl records, vacuum tube powered amplifiers, 
complex new forms of digital encoding for media and music files and even more 
powerful processors, more precise clocks, and faster and more robust wireless 
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protocols offers a model for understanding how contemporary audio combines 
technologies developed over the past century. In this regard, the spatial and 
temporal character of the media landscape requires an archaeological practice 
that more akin to surface survey and its encounters with multiple temporalities 
all existing on a contemporary surface. In this regard, media archaeology and the 
archaeology of media technologies parallels Rodney Harrison’s call for an 
archaeology of the contemporary world that embraces this temporal complexity.  
 
Archaeogaming 

 
The physical components of digital technologies may represent the most 

obvious object for archaeological research, but the hardware, circuits, cabinets, 
cases, infrastructure, and context contribute only one aspect to how video games 
contribute to contemporary American culture. The blurred lines between games 
and other media, whether through transmedia franchises where films, book, and 
games develop interrelated plot lines, characters, and world or through toys, 
clothing, or other products that constitute consumer culture. Games like Mortal 
Combat, for example, have inspired films and film franchises like Star Wars, Tomb 
Raider, E.T., and Indiana Jones have led to video games. The beloved Danish toy 
company, Lego, has spawned both video game and film tie-ins that involve 
iconic characters such as Batman portrayed though Lego blocks and appearing 
across multiple platforms. The increasing ubiquity of videogames in American 
life has given rise to a wide range of critical voices who take games seriously as 
cultural products. From Ian Bogost’s widely read reviews of games (e.g. Bogost 
2015) to treatments of games which consider their role in promoting certain 
values, practices, and notions of play (e.g. Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter 2009; 
Crogan 2011; Paul 2018; Muriel and Crawford 2018). Moreover, scholars have 
recognized videogames as art (e.g. the contributors to Clarke and Mitchell 2013), 
forms of literature and film with their own distinct narrative potential (Cremin 
2016; Kerner and Hoxter 2018; Jayemanne 2017, and as offering unique was of 
experiencing time and understanding the past (e.g. Watrall 2002; Champion 
2015; Hanson 2018).   

While video games have received critical attention for decades, the role of 
archaeology in the study of video games has only started to emerge over the last 
few years. In part, archaeology’s interest in games is an extension of the field’s 
recognition that any understanding of the material manifestations of digital 
media require us to understand the digital media itself. This presents challenges 
that archaeology has long encountered in more traditional environments. Digital 
media, for example, have proven to be particularly ephemeral. As streaming 
music, books, and games has become increasingly common, it is possible for 
digital content to change or disappear without a trace from a consumer’s 
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collection. Archaeology has long emphasized methods to document ephemeral 
relationships, media, and experiences in the field making it possible to trace 
formation processes even even as events and processes overwrite previous 
situations. Archaeologists likewise concern themselves with recovering or, at 
very least, attempting to imagine the relationships between past technologies, 
practices, and experience (citations here). The vintage cabinet games documented 
by Raiford Guins and wide range of home gaming consoles manufactured and 
sold over the past 50 years underscored the close link between the games as 
digital media and the often difficult to preserve, maintain, and reproduce 
technologies. Further complicating our ability to understand and recover the 
experience of game play is that games are also valuable intellectual property. As 
a result, effort to preserve, maintain, or reproduce the code and the technologies 
are limited by copyright restrictions. Recently, archaeological approaches to 
documenting digital media, particularly games, through careful description of 
digital worlds, landscapes and gameplay, attention to social and cultural context, 
code, and technologies has produced a small, but thriving field of 
“archaeogaming.”    

The field of archaeogaming has sought to explore the potential of archaeology 
to document video games. Andrew Reinhard (2018; 2019) has used a range of 
archaeological methods to document computer games as archaeological objects 
and spaces. In his dissertation, he demonstrated the potential for using 
archaeological reasoning to disentangle the multiple strata of code developed to 
run the computer game Colossal Cave Adventure created by William Crowther in 
the mid-1970s. Programmers have continuously modified this early game, 
originally designed to run on a mainframe computer, for over 40 years. Reinhard 
used a suite of contemporary programs to explore the metadata, to compare the 
various bodies of code, and to quantify changes over time. In this regard, his 
work follow the lead of computer scientists such as John Aycock who have 
followed the call of Ian Bogost (2011) to explore the code of videogames to 
unpack the technological and social practices that produced their code (Aycock 
2016). In his 2016 book, Aycock called this “retrogame archaeology”and situated 
it at the intersection of computer science and media archaeology. By following a 
similar methods, Reinhard was able to trace the code and to identify some of the 
original code base that has persisted in later versions in more modern 
programing languages suitable for game play on a home computer or over the 
web. He was also able to situate the code socially, noting that most of the 
programers were males based on either the US or Europe. He noted that the 
music programmed into early versions of the game remains relatively 
unchanged in terms of the code, but would have sounded quite different as 
computer audio technologies developed over time. The stratigraphy of code for 
Colossal Cave Adventure deployed archaeological sensibilities and metaphors and 
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techniques from the digital humanities to understand the development of a long-
running game     

The relationship between professional archaeological practices and those 
depicted in educational games such as Adventures in Fugawiland: A Computer 
Simulation in Archaeology (1990) or popular video games like the Tomb Raider or 
Raiders of the Lost Ark is relatively straight forward. Professional archaeologists 
have debated the relative merits of glamorizing fictional character who violated 
many of our discipline’s core ethical positions by looting archaeological sites 
(Watrall 2002; Holtorf xxxx; Meyers and Reinhard 2016; Reinhard 2018, 72-74) 
and the potential for games to simulate archaeological fieldwork or ancient 
landscapes (Morgan 2009; Mol et al 2016). The ability of manipulate characters as 
avatars in video games allow for a kind agency that allow players to encounter 
methodological challenges, architecture and objects, and, of course, make 
decisions that reveal the limits both the games themselves and our 
understanding of archaeology. It become possible, for example, to even play 
games in such a way as to subvert their intensions even thought this does not 
always make an entertaining game. Reinhard’s critique of the open-ended games 
like Elder Scrolls Online revealed how game designers understood the place of 
archaeology and museums. The museum in the game displayed images relevant 
to the in-game narrative and these formed the basis for various quests which 
users could chose to engage in more or less ethical ways (Reinhard 2018, 83-86). 
Reinhard documents how engaging the quest in an ethical way by recovering 
relics and turning them into the museum reveals that the quest was a complex 
hoax. The cynical view of archaeology presented in the game was only apparent 
to players who completed the quest in an ethical way by depositing the relics in 
the museum. Whether this is a commentary on the ethically complicated 
character of modern archaeological practices and museums remains unclear in 
the game, but Reinhard’s description certainly leaves that possibility open.  

 The most ambitious effort in archaeogaming involves documenting a 
procedurally created world in the game No Man’s Sky. This space-based video 
game involves an almost infinite number of worlds populated with strange 
creatures, ruins, artifacts, and technologies. Moreover, various updates to the 
game after some disappointing initial reviews, created a series of intriguing 
glitches where graphics associated with older versions of the game were visible 
or displaced in updated versions. Reinhard and a team of “archaeogamers” 
initiated a project dubbed the “No Man’s Sky Archaeological Survey” and 
developed methods to document this virtual world through a series of surveys 
conducted on a number of the procedurally generated planets. This work also 
prompted an ethical discussion about archaeogaming that manifested itself as a 
code of ethics written by Catherine Flick and L. Meghan Dennis and published as 
an appendix to Reinhard’s 2018 book (Flick and Dennis 2018). The relationship 
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between games as culture, the material culture in games, and the role of in-game 
rules, ownership, agency, and ethical judgement in games pushes archaeologists 
to consider both the definitions of archaeological practice and the context for 
ethical behavior in the discipline (Graham 2018). If a game is a site suitable for 
research, it also becomes a place to reflect on the ethics of archaeological practice 
as they relate to the intent of the game designer, the rights of other players, and 
disciplinary responsibilities to document, preserve, and report our work. To this 
end, Reinhard archived the results of his NMSAS with the Archaeological Data 
Service in the UK to ensure that the documentation of the game and its sites is 
preserved irrespective of the fate of the game itself (Reinhard 2019). 

For now, it would appear that the larger implications of archaeogaming on 
the traditional haunts of historical archaeology remain unclear, although it is 
easy enough to imagine archaeogaming as a method suitable for critiquing of 
capitalism, colonialism, and Eurocentrism as well as the role of race and gender 
in archaeological practice. The use of archaeological methods to document game 
play, games, and even code contribute to the preservation of videogames as 
digital media and extend our notion of the built environment from the physical 
spaces of our material world to the graphic spaces of the virtual world. As 
relationship between the material and immaterial world comes to define our 
encounters with a growing array of digital technologies and media that shape 
our culture, it seems appropriate that archaeology follows.   
 
Digital Archaeology 

 
Even if “archaeogaming” has only begun to contribute to the critical analysis 

of the contemporary American experience, there is no doubt that greater 
attention to media and digital technology has come to shape how archaeologists’ 
work. The scholarship on how archaeologists use media is vast and expanding 
rapidly with the development of novel digital technologies and media. I will not 
attempt to provide exhaustive treatment of this here, but will highlight some 
recent scholarship that demonstrates how archaeology as a discipline is taking 
media seriously. Sara Perry framed this conversation by calling for 
archaeologists to be more explicit, deliberate, and transparent in their use of 
media and recognizing how media — from photography to published maps, 
digitally manipulated images, and the latest 3D scans — plays a central role in 
the production of archaeological knowledge (Perry 2009).  

Michael Shanks and his colleagues, for example, have emphasized media in 
archaeology as both an object of critical study itself but also as the vehicle 
through which traces of the past persist. By turning attention to the creative 
processes associated with the mediation, translation, and distribution of the past, 
he encouraged archaeologists to become more critical and aware of the tools, 
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technologies, processes, and techniques we use to represent traces of the past in 
the present (Shanks 2007). Yannis Hamilakis and Fotis Ifantidis (2015) called 
photography and archaeology “collateral devices of modernity” in recognition of 
the parallel development of the discipline and the media. This approach, in 
which media dictate the kind of knowledge archaeology can produce has offered 
a key critical perspective on digital practices in the discipline as well. As Shanks 
and Chris Witmore (2012) point out in their long review of a 2011 book titled 
Archaeology 2.0: New Approaches to Communication and Collaboration (Kansa, Kansa 
and Watral 2011), digital technology continues this parallel trajectory with 
disciplinary practice by creating new conditions through which the past persists. 
Kevin Gartski and Adam Rabinowitz have noted that as digital 3D imaging of 
archaeological objects become easier, cheaper, and more ubiquitous, 
archaeologists have increasingly problematized the  relationship between the 
digital model and the artifact (Gartski 2016; Rabinowitz 2015). Issues of 
authenticity, for example, rest on understanding how 3D images produce a sense 
of pastness that makes the model a compelling alternative to the artifact, but also 
prevents the 3D image from replacing the artifact as the object of study. The 
preservation of information related to the creation of the digital model, the 
context in which the digital model exists, and the visual character of the 3D 
model all contribute to our reception of the digital object as a situational stand-in 
for the artifact itself. In other words, critical attention to media, digital and 
otherwise, is crucial not only for archaeologists interested in media archaeology 
or methods, but for how the discipline understands and recognizes the past 
itself. Taken further, Leslie McFayden and Dan Hicks offer the provocative 
concept of “photology“ which collapses the distinction between media and 
object, and between photography and archaeology (McFayden and Hicks 2020). 
By eliminating the distinction between photography and archaeology, they 
reconceptualize archaeological practice as media rather than mediated. Critical 
attention to photography — and we can add the wide range of emergent digital 
practices from remote sensing, 3D imaging, and the construction of virtual and 
augmented reality — emphasizes how all media practices are irreducible 
elements of archaeology as a discipline.  

The consistent appearance of visual essays in recent volumes dedicated to 
archaeology of the contemporary world suggests that archaeologists have come 
to understand the key role that media play in producing archaeological 
knowledge and as part of an archaeology of the contemporary world . Micah 
Bloom’s photographs of book in the aftermath of the Minot flood explored in the 
last chapter represented an archaeological approach that did not rely upon a 
formal archaeological method. My coauthor and I introduced a photo essay to 
our archaeological study of the Bakken oil patch (Caraher and Weber 2017) and 
collaborated with photographers and mixed media artists throughout our work 
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documenting workforce housing in North Dakota (Cassidy 2016; Holmgren 
2016). As we will explore in greater detail later in this book, the goal of working 
with photographers was to foreground photography and visual documentation 
as diverse practices with distinctive outcomes that were in no way objective or 
separate from our creative and interpretative work. In effect, the photographs of 
Cassidy and Cullen (in Caraher and Weber 2017) and the mixed media works of 
Holmgren are set in parallel with our texts not as supplements or illustrations, 
but as alternate reading of the same situation. In many ways, this approach 
parallels Elin Andreassen’s photographic work at the abandoned Soviet mining 
town of Pyramiden (2010), her contribution documenting the harbor at to Olsen 
and Pétursdóttir’s Ruin Memories (2014) and Yannis Hamilakis and Fotis Ifantidis 
use of photography as a form of ethnography and archaeology in Greece 
(Hamilakis and Ifantidis 2016; Ifantidis 2013). Paul Mullins has observed that the 
recent popular interest in “ruin porn”  By minimizing the use of descriptive or 
analytical text in these works, the photographs invite interpretative choices and 
views that superimposes the past in the photograph and the photographer’s 
presence.     

The renewed attention to media in archaeology extends to practice as well. 
Colleen Morgan (2016; Morgan and Wright 2018), Sara Perry (2014), and others 
(Leighton 2015; Mickel 2015) have shown how the move from analogue to digital 
recording, for example, revealed key changes in archaeological labor practices 
and the character of archaeological knowledge. The physical movement of the 
archaeologist, for example, when manipulating a tablet in the field, using a total 
station, GPS, or laser scanning rig, or appealing to a digitized map on a phone is 
a very different enterprise than trying to find oneself on a map flapping in the 
wind, measuring a building with tape and line levels, or drawing by hand on 
graph paper or mylar. The drive for efficient archaeological practices has created 
the potential for “slow archaeology” which explores the changes in 
archaeological work and analysis brought about by digital tools and media. The 
changing character of embodied knowledge in archaeological practices as 
fieldworkers move from hiking across the landscape to mining LiDAR data and 
piloting drones will invariably shape the kind of research questions and results 
that the discipline produces. Likewise the use of crowdsourcing, drone images, 
and other forms of distributed and remote data collection have led to new ways 
to produce archaeological knowledge at a large scale, but have also given rise to 
critiques of colonialism, exploitation of labor, and technosolutionsim (see the 
special issue of the Journal of Field Archaeology edited by VanValkenburgh and 
Dufton (2020)).  

Media archaeology and the archaeology of media is significant for the 
discipline as well as archaeology of the contemporary world because it 
recognizes the prominent role that digital technology plays both in everyday life 
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and in archaeological practices. It recognizes that consumer culture is no longer 
exclusively mediated through things, but also through the consumption of 
increasingly immaterial digital objects that range from computer games to films, 
music, and content on the web. The devices and networks necessary to consume 
digital media, however, are not immaterial despite some efforts by 
manufacturers to create the appearance of transparency through their emphasis 
on large, high resolution screens. Moreover, the relationship between the 
consumption of digital media and materiality traces a global network that starts 
with the extraction of minerals necessary for digital devices to function and 
continues through their manufacture, use, and discard. There is a growing 
awareness among archaeologists that their discipline itself is mediated by digital 
tools which possess complex material entanglements that inflect and shape the 
kind of knowledge archaeologists produce.   


