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Women in Portuguese
archaeology: A photograph

of the Vila Nova de Sao Pedro
excavation team (early 1950s)

Dr Ana Cristina Martins

Introduction

This photograph was taken during one of numerous archaeological
excavations at the Vila Nova de Sdo Pedro (VNSP) site in the 1950s. The
site itself is a chalcolithic (Copper Age) hillfort located near the town of
Azambuja, north of Lisbon in Portugal.?* The VNSP archaeological site
has been studied intermittently since the 1930s. Some of the initial
campaigns were directed and co-directed by Manuel Afonso do Paco
(1895-1968), a member of the Association of Portuguese Archaeologists,
founded in Lisbon in 1863. We see him pictured in this photograph
together with the young archaeologist Maria de Lourdes Costa Arthur
(1924-2003). Maria de Lourdes had a degree in Historical and
Philosophical Sciences from the Faculty of Letters of the University of
Lisbon and specialised in archaeology from the Roman period during
her time as a scholarship holder of the Portuguese State in Madrid.
Nothing, however, prevented her from taking an interest in and
investigating sites and materials belonging to other chronologies, as
was the case with VNSP. These archaeological campaigns were largely
made possible by the participation of local workers, both men and
women, hired seasonally to carry out specific tasks: a set of actors also
present in this photograph.
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Source

Figure 10.5 Vila Nova de Sao Pedro excavation team, early 1950s.
Unknown photographer. Image credit: Ana Cristina Martins (IHC — Polo
University of Evora & UNIARQ — University of Lisbon).

Analysis

Photography can play an extraordinary role in the comprehension of
issues around gender in the history of science, especially if we apply the
iconographic and iconological method of analysis.?! This image reveals
the roles that women assumed in the excavation of the archaeological site
of Vila Nova de Sao Pedro (VNSP) and suggests something of the social
and economic backgrounds of those pictured. One can also establish a
more direct relationship between archaeological fieldwork and the
Portugal of the 1950s during a specific period of the totalitarian regime
‘Estado Novo’ (New State).?* This decade is particularly interesting as it
includes the beginning of a period of transition, not only for the country
but also for the production of archaeological knowledge and heritage
itself, which began to absorb distinct foreign influences.*
Contemporary monographs, journals and newspapers contain
many images of women attending archaeological meetings, visiting
museums, collecting archaeological artefacts, becoming members of
archaeological societies, funding archaeological works, helping their
fathers, brothers and husbands with field work, translating papers, and
illustrating archaeological works. One discovers local female workers
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(mostly peasants) hired by archaeologists and receiving (at least) half the
money earned by their male colleagues. It is likewise possible to identify
young and audacious women studying archaeology and becoming
archaeologists, both in the field and in the lab. Women at this time
struggled to reconcile archaeological work with their personal and family
lives; at least while Portugal was dominated by a right-wing totalitarian
political regime under which women’s roles were confined to that of
wives, mothers, daughters or sisters. This was especially true of middle-
and upper-class women, who comprised the majority of women studying
archaeology at university.?* Women who had a professional career,
particularly in science and technology, rarely had their own family and
usually remained single and childless.?> Only museums, archaeological
museums, and museums with archaeological collections seemed to
provide genuine spaces for women to be employed as archaeological
experts: as curators, archivists, librarians, drawers and exhibition guides.
As field archaeologists, in contrast, women were expected to have
superior male support.

In this image, the economic, social and political context of daily
survival explains the presence of so many women amongst these
precarious workers.?® Economic difficulties are evident in some faces,
facial expressions, body language and clothing fixed by the photographic
lens. These local people were conducting seasonal activities like this
archaeological excavation to complement otherwise meagre household
incomes. In this rural environment, the coexistence of men and women
in working spaces outside the home would have been necessary.
Nevertheless, the body language and gestures of these men and women
indicates a relationship with the archaeological field as a space and
moment of some individual freedom from social norms and conventions.
This image depicts women shoulder to shoulder with men, almost as
equals. However, they shared the space, but not the tasks. As in the case
of mining companies, men in these contexts were responsible for the most
physically demanding work, while women were responsible for sorting
through the material excavated. As this task demanded meticulous
attention to detail, women were hired in greater numbers than men. Both
of these aspects of the division of labour are reflected in this image, which
simultaneously depicts a greater number of women, but also the men
holding picks used for labour-intensive excavation work. The men of
course were paid twice as much, not only for fulfilling harder tasks, but
simply because of their gender, as was the norm in 1950s Portugal.

Looking instead towards the leading figures of this excavation, we
can see that Maria de Lourdes Costa Arthur stands to the right of Afonso
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do Paco in this image, occupying the second most important place in the
photograph. This positioning may have been arranged by Paco, however
it could also have been organised by Costa Arthur herself. Costa Arthur
was a woman with a strong personality, empowered by an open-minded
family; a combination which facilitated her university studies and allowed
her to fulfil her wish of studying archaeology abroad.?” It was as a
scholarship holder during her time in Madrid that Costa Arthur joined
this excavation team, coordinating fieldwork. This is perhaps why we see
her standing with one knee raised, the very image of a team leader, with
her hands in her trouser pockets; a gesture barely accepted as feminine
within the prevailing cultural norms of the time.?® This dynamic raises
questions about the ways in which women accessed or were able to access
scientific power and prestige during the early twentieth century.

Questions

1. Isapicture worth a thousand words? Do pictures accurately represent
reality? As a result, how can we use images as sources for the history
of science?

2. How might one discuss this source in the context of the history of
archaeology, the history of women, and the history of visual arts?

3. What does this source reveal about women’s access to scientific
education and scientific professions during the mid-twentieth century?

4. Which intersectionalities does this source encourage us to consider in
relation to women in the history of science?

5. How does this source demonstrate the dangers of extrapolating
women’s experiences of science in general from the experience of one
woman?
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