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Showing What We See: Re-presenting archaeology in the Caribbean. 
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The Carriacou Archaeological Field Project first started work on the island of Carriacou in 
2003. The island of Carriacou sits at the southern end of the Lesser Antilles about 18 miles 
north of Grenada. It is small - some 13 miles long and just over a mile wide, with a 
population of around 5,000. In 2003, survey revealed that Carriacou, like other islands of 
similar size in the Lesser Antilles, is dotted around its coast with small Amerindian sites - 
village-sized settlements of post-built structures with associated midden features and 
burials. These sites are key to reconstructing patterns of use and occupation in the pre-
contact Caribbean.

Since 2004, the Carriacou Archaeological Field Project has brought together a joint 
excavation team from North Carolina State University and University College London with 
technical expertise by QLC (Netherlands). The project is also run as a field school, taking 
undergraduate and post-graduate students from the UK and the US.

In considering then the development of the project's current, long-term strategy for public 
engagement, it has been the small and isolated nature of the island and the location of the 
sites being excavated, as well as the limited budget, time and resources of the project 
which have shaped that development.

The project has focused since 2004 on a site at Grand Bay, located on the eastern side of 
the island. When surveying the site in 2003, the Directors had an opportunity to compare 
photographs of the site taken in 1999 with the then-current aspect. What they noticed 
immediately was a dramatic degradation of the coastline profile at Grand Bay due to 
massive sea-erosion. Several metres-worth of soil had been washed away in four years, 
and the site had been significantly damaged.

It soon became apparent that the reason for this was the mining of sand from the beach 
for use locally in construction. The loss of beach-sand removed the natural protection for 
the profile soil, which was quickly undercut by normal wave action and washed away - 
carrying with it, not only archaeology, but recent history as well. All this despite the fact that 
sand-mining was supposed to be prohibited along the windward side of the island.

It was clear from the beginning of the project, therefore, that if Grand Bay were to remain a 
viable site for a long-term programme of research and excavation, it would need protection 
- which would mean that the sand-mining would have to stop. The only problem was, very 
few people on the island viewed the sand-mining as a problem. 
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On Carriacou there is a small museum which has one part-time employee, but there are 
no curatorial staff, no site guards, no cultural tourism sector which has a stake in ensuring 
that archaeological sites remain an economic resource, protected and accessible. On 
Carriacou there is no teaching of archaeology at secondary level, no universities, no 
colleges - nowhere that specifically teaches the prehistory of the island, so no particular 
interest in what archaeologists do or why they do it. There is a small local Historical 
Society, but it exists primarily as a focus for civic aspiration. Finally, the cultural 
discontinuity which is the shared legacy of slavery and European colonialism means that 
heritage is understandably more a product of ethnicity and history than place. 
Consequently, few among the Afro-Caribbean majority have much awareness of or interest 
in Amerindian culture.

So in order to protect the site and ensure that excavation, research and teaching could 
continue long-term - it would be necessary to undertake a programme of public 
engagement that would make an argument for the protection of the Grand Bay site in 
particular, and an argument for the value of archaeology in general.

Such a programme would need to work on three levels:

• Educational: Basic awareness of archaeology at all would need to be created 
among adults as well as school-children, ordinary people as well as community 
leaders. 

• Cultural: An argument would need to be made that shifted attitudes towards the 
value of the material remains of the past. This argument would need to be not just 
social, but economic as well. 

• Political: An argument would need to be made at government level about the 
potential benefits of good cultural resources stewardship on the island. Any 
programme of public engagement would need to connect with national and 
ministerial level concerns about education, social development projects, jobs and 
economic opportunities and national identity.

When I joined the Carriacou project in 2007, as illustrator, this programme of public 
engagement had already been instigated. Quetta Kaye organised visits to the site by local 
youth groups and other school-children which included a series of short talks and the 
opportunity to work briefly in a trench beside the university students; Quetta, Scott 
Fitzpatrick and Michiel Kappers gave an illustrated public lecture each year which not only 
outlined the damage being done by sand-mining to the coastline, but also to the economic 
benefit to the island of the project and future archaeological work. Open Days were 
arranged at the local museum so that people could see what the team was doing; radio 
and television interviews were given to local stations, and short press releases written for 
local newspapers.
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Unfortunately, the response to these lectures, visits, interviews and articles was extremely 
limited, and in the meantime, the sand-mining continued, and the site at Grand Bay 
continued to suffer from erosion year after year. It was as if despite the very clear 
message, there was something about the way it was being articulated that meant it simply 
wasn't getting through.

As an illustrator, I am sometimes dismayed at archaeology's dependence on textual and 
verbal exposition. Archaeology is primarily a visual science. In my experience, a visual 
presentation of archaeological thought can be a highly effective mechanism for 
communicating unfamiliar or difficult concepts. I have seen time and again how visual 
presentation of information in archaeology can succeed in communicating that information 
where text or verbal explanation remains unclear.

So in discussions with the team through the 2007 and 2008 season, I suggested that an 
approach to public engagement which was more visual in nature might have more 
success. In 2007 we used a reconstruction image of a burial from Grand Bay - nicknamed 
“Carrie” - to accompany a short article about the project in a “Discover Grenada” 
publication. And in 2008 we used five more reconstruction images which showed 
Amerindian lifeways on Carriacou. These we used first as graphics in our Open Day 
presentations, and then as part of a presentation to the newly-elected Minister for island 
affairs, demonstrating how images such as these could be used not just by us 
archaeologists, but by the government itself - in this case as a series of stamps - as a 
means of drawing attention to the wealth of its archaeology, and its role as curators of 
national heritage.

I think the image of these stamps represent a key turning-point. Instead of us simply 
saying that the project could be a social, cultural and prestige benefit to the island, we 
showed that it could be. By visualising that benefit as a series of collectable stamps, we 
had managed to articulate something that the site visits and lectures alone hadn't quite 
managed.

And for us, they demonstrated that a simple visualisation could enhance lines of 
communication that had already been established - because after presenting the idea of 
these stamps to Carriacou’s Minister, Quetta and I were subsequently invited to address 
the Grenada government’s full Cabinet on the subject of how to more effectively protect 
the archaeological sites on Carriacou.

In following seasons we continued to explore other uses of visualisations to enhance 
elements of our public outreach. A few simple graphics and a borrowed laminator meant 
we could create more visually appealing labels for our museum Open Days. These labels - 
supplemented by laminated information sheets - were then moved to the museum's 
permanent exhibition. By using a straight-forward logo and consistent typography, we 
could create an identity for the otherwise somewhat cluttered museum exhibitions. And 
what was more, this identity could be transferred to other printed objects - in this case, 
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street signs - creating a visual consistency and professionalism.

Once more, simple visual techniques acted as a means of enhancing existing verbal and 
text-based arguments: when Scott in his public lectures said that the project injected so-
and-so-many tens of thousands of dollars into the local economy, the signs out on the 
streets acted as a permanent reminder of that economic contribution, and of the project's 
economic commitment to the island.

With a now much closer relationship with the Minister for island affairs on Carriacou, 
Quetta and I turned our attention to the question of raising awareness about archaeology 
through education. Would it be possible, for example, to create a basic illustrated text-book 
for children about the archaeology of the Caribbean - a book that sought to explain why 
Amerindian sites were important and worth protecting?

In 2009 we drew up ideas for an illustrated book, but despite great enthusiasm from the 
Grenadian Cabinet and the Education minister in particular, ran into the problem of money. 
Even contributing Quetta's time in writing the book and mine in illustrating it, there was no 
money available in government budgets to publish such a text book. And, as global credit 
crunch became global economic downturn, funding from other sources dried up as well; 
the project certainly didn't have the money in its own budget. Using digital or web-based 
media was out of the question - there simply too few computers in the schools on 
Carriacou. So it had to be a physical publication - something which put it beyond our 
collective or individual budgets. In addition, we began to worry about the limited audience 
for a school-based text book.

Was there any way to create some kind of visual publication that could reach a much wider 
audience? And was there any way of publishing it that didn't involve prohibitive cost? In 
2005, when I was site illustrator for the Çatalhöyük Research Project in Turkey, we faced 
similar problems. The site of Çatalhöyük sits in the middle of rural Turkey. A colleague, 
Sonya Atalay, had arranged a series of Open Days for local villagers to come to the site 
and see what the archaeologists were doing. She also wanted to be able to provide some 
kind of information for them to take away. Unfortunately, literacy among the visiting 
villagers was highly variable, and so she needed something that could be understood even 
by those with poor or no reading ability.

We came up with the idea of producing an information sheet in comic-strip format. The 
two-page sheet introduced a local brother and sister whose aunt and uncle worked at the 
project. This then became a way to introduce some basic information about the site, how 
old it was, why the archaeologists were interested in it, and what sort of things they were 
finding there. Sonya and I came up with a script, I illustrated it, and a Turkish colleague, 
Burcu Tung, translated it. The comic proved to be extremely popular. Those who could 
read could read the whole thing; those who could only read parts of it were helped along 
by the pictures; those who couldn't read - young or old - didn't feel excluded because they 
could still grasp the basics of the story through the pictures alone. Later, a Turkish 
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documentary film producer friend of mine suggested that it might be possible to extend the 
comic and serialise it in a national newspaper. We never managed to do so, but the idea 
stuck with me.

Could a newspaper in Grenada carry a comic strip about archaeology? If we provided 
good-quality copy, their existing print and circulation networks would cover not only 
publication but distribution costs as well. During our 2011 season, the Directors and I wrote 
an outline script for a six-part comic entitled “Archaeology in the Caribbean”, and in 
October Quetta and I opened negotiations with “The Grenadian Voice” for publication. We 
are now expanding the script to twelve parts, and we hope the newspaper will begin to 
feature the comic later this year - one part a month. If our relationship with the Grenadian 
Voice proves successful, there are other newspapers with circulation covering other 
islands that we will also approach. Our hope is that the newspaper will not only be a 
mechanism for publishing and distributing the comic, but also a mechanism for ensuring 
that it is widely accessible. We are hoping that the editors will work with schools and 
encourage children to collect the pages, and to possibly make bound newsprint copies 
available. As with the Çatalhöyük comic, the combination of images and text is designed to 
overcome barriers posed by literacy, and the hopefully engaging style serve to make it 
appealing to a wide range of audiences, young and old.

Right from the Carriacou project's first season, the need for an educational, cultural and 
political approach to public engagement was well understood, as were the challenges 
working on a small, isolated island presented. What perhaps wasn't well understood was 
the way in which simple visuals could be used to help overcome these challenges. I have 
long advocated the increased use of visualisation in the interpretation of archaeology in 
the field - I am now advocating the increased use of visualisation in the presentation of 
archaeology in the field. 

In 2010, the government of Grenada made coastal sand-mining illegal, and negotiated a 
trade agreement for the importation of construction sand from South America. As a result, 
the beach around Grand Bay is undergoing a slow process of regeneration, and happily, 
between 2009 and 2011 erosion at the site was minimal. Much of this happy ending is due 
to the persistence of my co-author in lobbying the Minister for island affairs. But 
visualisation did provide a crucial catalyst. What impact will the “Archaeology in the 
Caribbean” comic have in the future?

The next phase of our public engagement programme will involve the collection of 
feedback from both editorial staff at the Grenadian Voice, as well as the comic's intended 
audiences. As part of that next phase I am continuing to explore the potential for using 
comics in other archaeological contexts: later this year on an excavation project on the 
Pacific island of Palau, I will be keeping my field journal in comic format. The challenge is 
to discover new ways for visualisation to enhance field-based programmes of public 
engagement.
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We are discussing our approach at this stage aware that there will be other projects facing 
similar challenges and pressures, and similar restrictions of time, budget and resources - 
other projects where simple visualisations in the field could help reshape relationships 
between archaeologists and local stakeholders. I am aware that our particular approach 
has been very much shaped by my own skills, my own experience and my own interests; 
but it has also been very much shaped by dialogue between myself and the three 
Carriacou Directors, and by their specific research goals and agendas. Nevertheless, the 
approach we have taken as a team - to use visualisation as an integral part of public 
engagement in the field - could be replicated or adapted by other illustrators and other 
small projects.

I believe that the use of simple visualisation techniques like these to present archaeology 
in the field have enormous potential; in particular, the use of comics – a medium now 
coming of age in the twenty-first century - offers us a unique communications toolset with 
which to re-present archaeology to communities with limited engagement with the past. 

All text © 2011 John G. Swogger
Please do not quote without permission.
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