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werden. Solche Softwarepakete bringen „out-of-the-box“ mobile Integration, Diskussionsforen, 
Mehrsprachigkeit, Medienintegration und Administrationsfunktionen mit. Darüber hinaus kann 
man davon ausgehen, dass diese Frameworks in der Regel dauerhaft und regelmäßig durch die 
jeweiligen Communities gepflegt und weiterentwickelt werden.

Obwohl besonders im Kontext der Archäologien oftmals zu beobachten, ist es regelmäßig nicht 
notwendig, Software, die es in ihrer Funktionsweise schon lange in anderen Disziplinen gibt und 
die bewährt und erprobt ist, neu zu entwickeln. Die Nutzung und Anpassung bestehender Systeme 
sollte stets im Detail evaluiert werden. Insgesamt darf nicht unterschlagen werden, dass die 182.000 
Einzelobjekte, die in der Artefacts-Datenbank systematisch erfasst und mit zahlreichen Belegen und 
Literaturangaben angereichert wurden, ein enormes Potential bieten, und es steht nur zu hoffen 
und zu wünschen, dass dieses Potential in Zukunft auch voll ausgeschöpft werden wird.

LOD typology: land of opportunity?

By Pieterjan Deckers

By all measures, Artefacts.mom.fr is an impressive endeavour and a useful resource for students of 
material culture. As the comparison in Feugère et al.’s table 1 reveals, the high number of artefact 
records collected from published resources and the strong engagement of voluntary participants are 
a testament to its success and utility. Artefacts’ current focus on France and adjoining areas makes it 
particularly valuable, because in collating finds data from sources that can be difficult to access, the 
platform complements the large and growing databases of public finds now increasingly available 
in northern and western Europe (Dobat et al. 2020).

Besides highlighting the ongoing development of Artefacts and discussing similar platforms, 
Feugère et al. also introduce their vision of ‘Typology 2.0’. Artefacts is one of a number of initiatives 
in Europe that are making important steps towards the goal of a collaborative Linked Open Data 
(LOD) platform for artefact classification. In the Portable Antiquities Netherlands (PAN), finds 
recording is accompanied by an encompassing, semantic ‘Reference Typology’ (https://www.port-
able-antiquities.nl/). Another counterpart is the coherent typological vocabulary for the German-
speaking world, under development by the Arbeitsgruppe Archäologiethesaurus (e. g. Weller 2020).

In this response, I wish to further explore this exciting idea, which might be more accurately 
named ‘Typology 3.0’, in keeping with conventional labels for the semantic web (Rudman / Bru-
wer 2016).

The bigger picture

The point of complementarity raised above touches on an emerging challenge. Online datasets of 
archaeological data are becoming widely accessible and offer important new potential for large-scale 
analysis (e. g. Cooper / Green 2017). A major undertaking for these initiatives is the combina-
tion and integration of data from various sources, each with their own ontologies. The semantic 
web offers the tools to overcome this challenge through the mapping of (archaeological) concepts, 
an approach currently being implemented in ARIADNE, an aggregator for national datasets of 
archaeological heritage across Europe (https://ariadne-infrastructure.eu/).

At the level of broadly understood concepts, mapping is a relatively straightforward process. For 
instance, most people would share a common understanding of terms such as ‘house’ or ‘brooch’, 

https://www.portable-antiquities.nl/
https://www.portable-antiquities.nl/
https://ariadne-infrastructure.eu/
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regardless of their background or specific research question. For such ‘universal’ concepts, LOD 
vocabularies have been developed; in our field one of the most widely used is the Getty Art and 
Architecture Thesaurus (AAT).

However, mapping can raise problems at more detailed levels. Each typological classification of 
archaeological material has its own method, aims and scope. Consequently, the same material may 
be classified in many different ways, impeding analysis drawing from different sources (Reynolds / 
Riede 2019). The aim of Artefacts to bridge divides between different artefact classifications by 
declaring equivalences is sensible, but – in my opinion – its success rests on two basic conditions.

Firstly, these equivalences should be nuanced, because many typological schemes cannot be 
mapped one-to-one, for instance because they use different criteria to define artefact classes. The 
SKOS mapping properties, allowing to specify the nature of a match between LOD concepts, 
would prove useful here (https://www.w3.org/TR/skos-reference/#mapping), although they will 
likely not suffice in all cases. Secondly, if Artefacts, through their renewed classification of enlarged 
datasets of collated finds data, is to become a truly useful resource for research, the classification 
method must be consistent and, most importantly, transparent. In other words, classifications must 
be the outcome of an explicit methodology employed by all contributors.

The need for multivocality

I wish to highlight a further guiding principle to this vision of a semantic artefact classification: in 
contrast to the aforementioned high-level vocabularies, no single platform should have the ambition 
of becoming a dominant, authoritative standard for artefact classification. The reasons for this are 
both practical and theoretical.

In a practical sense, an authoritative approach, in which the defined types are to become stand-
ards, is difficult to achieve. An important factor in this is the boundedness and representativeness 
of the dataset, as the following concrete comparison demonstrates. Relying on an intensive registra-
tion campaign of Dutch detector finds, PAN can boast a representativeness that lends its ‘Reference 
Typology’ a degree of authority and might well result in much wider adoption in the coming years. 
By contrast, Artefacts is an ongoing project of data collection with a much wider geographic scope, 
relying on a multitude of data sources. A continuous process of typological synthesis and (re-)clas-
sification by a large group of vetted contributors on a wiki-type platform may well be an appropri-
ate structure to cope with this. However, it requires addressing issues such as version management 
and the transparency of geographic / source biases in order to ensure its ‘citability’ as a scholarly 
resource, for instance with regards to the reliability of its distribution maps.

Another practical hurdle is that a single standard classification is more feasible for some subsets of 
the artefactual record than for others. Quantitatively rich material cultures marked by a wide geo-
graphic distribution and high levels of standardisation are well-suited for this approach. Notably, for 
the Roman period, scholars have settled on numerous canonical names and definitions for specific 
artefact classes. However, for other periods, such as the Early Middle Ages, the ambition of a single 
standardised typology will yield greater problems. As an artefact dataset from this period grows, so 
will the diversity of material. In these conditions, existing typologies are typically very difficult to 
align, especially at the most detailed levels. Consequently, any classification will remain only one 
of several potential alternatives, and likely need continuous revision as the dataset expands – unless 
it restricts itself to a coarse granularity, thus limiting its interpretive potential. Presumably, it is no 
coincidence that Artefacts includes almost twice as much type records for the Roman period than 
for all other periods combined (counted on 13 January 2021).

https://www.w3.org/TR/skos-reference/#mapping
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Furthermore, arguably it is not only impractical, but on a more theoretical level also undesirable 
to strive for a single, authoritative classification of archaeological material. ‘Paper’ typologies may 
become standard works by grace of their continued relevance and broad applicability, but are always 
restricted in scope and represent the state of research at a given moment. Hence, they leave room for 
competing perspectives, based on an expanded corpus of artefacts and / or a different methodology. 
In the online world, a single typological classification of archaeological material might become so 
dominant, by virtue of its encompassing scope, up-to-date status, broad accessibility, ease of use 
and apparent reliability, that it pushes out alternatives and discourages the creation of new classi-
fications. Such a ‘winner takes all’ phenomenon has previously been described for online political 
discourse (Hindman 2009), and it is detrimental to the multivocality that scientific discourse needs 
to thrive and develop.

Thinking ahead

Much more promising, then, is to fully exploit the potential of the semantic web. Conceiving 
typologies as LOD vocabularies could help to prevent the undue dominance of any single classifica-
tion scheme, because it facilitates the creation of alternatives. A single classification can never fulfil 
the needs of all potential users. For instance, a classification of brooches using the technology of 
pin fittings as a primary guiding principle (e. g. Heeren / Feijst 2017) fulfils the needs of many 
archaeologists, but might not be the most relevant ontology for (art) historians, detector users 
or museum visitors. In other words, LOD enables a multivocality that in turn ensures scientific 
progress and allows for multidisciplinary approaches as well as Open Science, including a truly 
co-creative citizen science (Shirk et al. 2012). In this perspective, practical next steps for Artefacts 
could be to map artefact categories to Getty AAT, to describe types from older typologies and their 
interrelations (‘equivalences’) as LOD concepts in their own right, and expose these in human- and 
machine-readable formats, in accordance with the FAIR principles.

Future challenges remain. As noted above, the issue of partial misalignment between the most 
detailed levels of hierarchical classifications cannot be easily resolved through mapping alone. Fur-
thermore, current theoretical discourse in archaeology is stepping away from conventional hierar-
chical classification and proposing ontologies in which artefacts and types are not bounded units 
but emergent, relational entities (e. g. Jervis 2019). Our vision of LOD artefact databases should 
respond to these developments, and support their integration and operationalisation in archaeologi-
cal analysis.

As a future vision, I wish to propose the use of artefact traits, rather than types, as the elementary 
unit of classification. Such a multivariate approach to artefacts is nothing new (Clarke 1968), 
but attains a new significance in the current theoretical climate and the practical potential of the 
semantic web. As Martin (2020) has recently shown, a trait-based, relational analysis of artefacts 
can challenge entrenched classifications and enable new, rich reconstructions of interactions in the 
past. Crucially, this approach allows non-morphological attributes to be considered on equal foot-
ing, including materials, technologies, iconography, style, object biographies, and contexts.

Naturally, a trait-based approach would require a much more complex ontology and digital infra-
structure, result in a more labour-intensive data collection, and introduce some of the more gen-
eral challenges associated with the development of a fully semantic web (e. g. Laskey et al. 2008). 
On the other hand, a semantic platform organised around artefact traits would arguably be more 
robust, flexible and have a greater longevity, because the groundwork shifts from classification to 
the semantic description of individual artefacts (which is less open to alternative views and requires 
no continuous revision as a dataset expands).
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An implemented LOD ontology for artefact traits would hold great potential. Existing classifica-
tions could be easily integrated, as each type would correspond to a set of traits. The attribution 
of individual finds to types could be expressed in much more nuanced, probabilistic ways than is 
possible in current, binary classification. Users of different backgrounds would be able to add and 
query data in their preferred ontology, and researchers could easily define new traits and types. 
Public finds could be reliably recorded through wizard-like interfaces that guide users in the iden-
tification of diagnostic traits.

Conclusion

Despite some of the critical questions raised in this response, it cannot be disputed that Artefacts 
and other LOD initiatives for archaeological artefact recording and classification are valid and useful 
tools for research and outreach. Their value goes beyond that, however. The conceptual move from 
categories to connections, from taxonomies to networks, may seem some way off from the approach 
that Feugère et al. advocate and intend to put into practice, but platforms like Artefacts can be seen 
as testing grounds: they are valuable, evolutionary steps towards a true ‘Typology 3.0’, dealing with 
emerging challenges in a pragmatic and user-friendly way.

Artefacts.mom.fr – Kritikpunkte und Möglichkeiten

Von Michel Feugère, Quentin Sueur und Elise Vigier

Wir möchten den sechs Kommentatorinnen und Kommentatoren danken, die zu dieser Diskussion 
beigetragen haben, indem sie die oben angeführten, sehr detaillierten Texte, die reich an Vorschlä-
gen oder manchmal auch an harscher, aber immer berechtigter Kritik sind, beigesteuert haben. Ihre 
Texte helfen uns zu verstehen, wie Artefacts in Deutschland und den deutschsprachigen Ländern 
im Allgemeinen (und jenseits davon) wahrgenommen wird. Sie zeigen, welche Punkte verbessert 
oder abgeändert werden müssen, damit das Projekt den Erwartungen aller seiner, insbesondere 
europäischen Nutzer*innen besser entspricht. Artefacts ist vor allem ein partizipatives Projekt, das 
sich konstant weiterentwickelt. Es kann auf eine fast dreißigjährige Erfahrung zurückblicken, wobei 
dieses Alter aufgrund der großen Datenmenge gleichzeitig ein Vorteil, aber auch eine Last ist, denn 
jede Modifizierung seiner Schnittstelle und seines Klassifikationssystems impliziert eine eingehende 
Neuordnung der bestehenden Daten. Zwei Kommentatoren führen an, dass die Rubrik „nouveau-
tés“ (Neuigkeiten) der Internetseite seit März 2017 nicht aktualisiert worden sei (Auth / Voß). 
Hierbei handelt es sich um den ältesten Post, da diese nach aufsteigendem Datum geordnet wurden. 
Tatsächlich werden die Neuigkeiten ziemlich regelmäßig aktualisiert, d. h. vor Februar 2020 und 
dem Beginn der Pandemie im Monatsrhythmus. Das Skript konnte diesbezüglich bereits modifi-
ziert werden, um die Sichtbarkeit der Posts zu verbessern. Auf der Seite werden nun die jüngsten 
Neuigkeiten ganz oben angezeigt. Im Übrigen wird jedes Update mit den Nutzer*innen auf dem 
Forum diskutiert.

Eine wiederholt angebrachte Kritik, die uns besonders betroffen gemacht hat, beschreibt Artefacts 
als von einem engen Kreis von „Superherausgebern“ (Mees / Thiery) gesteuert, die willkürlich oder 
aufgrund von Affinitäten die Auserwählten bestimmen, die Zugang zu allen Karteikarten haben 
und berechtigt sind, diese zu modifizieren. Diese Bemerkung wird als ungerechtfertigt empfunden, 
da lediglich drei Kommentator*innen sich als ordinäre Mitglieder bei Artefacts angemeldet haben 
und keiner von ihnen den Wunsch geäußert hat, als Autor*in mitzuwirken, was wir bedauern. Ein 
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oder internationalen Datenbanken, auszubauen, ist sicherlich ein vielversprechendes Zukunftspro-
jekt. Wir werden versuchen, diese Entwicklung im Einvernehmen mit den Autor*innen, die an 
den Debatten und Entscheidungen teilnehmen möchten, durchzuführen. Der Austausch mit den 
Kommentator*innen in diesem Diskussionsbetrag hat uns dabei geholfen und wir möchten erneut 
allen Beteiligten danken.

Aus dem Französischen übersetzt von Karoline Mazurié de Keroualin
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