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THE STATE OF THE ART
New South Wales
The Last of the Big Digs?

The site between Cumberland and Gloucester Street is one
of the few remaining areas in the Rocks where substantial
archaeological remains are likely to occur. The tag "last of
the Big Digs" has been used because it is likely that this is
true for the Rocks area (although not for Sydney).

The Sydney Cove Authority is undertaking this excavation
in order to save the archaeology of this area of the Rocks
prior to the site being redeveloped. With the archaeology
a known variable it is hoped that the design and
development of the site can proceed in a fairly straight
forward manner. The archaeology project is being
conducted by Godden Mackay with Grace Karskens as
project historian.

The excavations began in May with the opening of four
test trenches and the removal of the overburden. In early
June the digging began in earnest. To date about half of
the site has been exposed revealing the remnant lanes,
building footings and yard areas.

There has been a public participation program with
organised site tours taken by the archaeologists, a schools
program (run by the Historic Houses Trust from nearby
Susannah Place) as well as periodical media releases. The
archaeological team undertook some training in dealing
with public inquiries and nobody can walk within 500m of
the site without having a brochure thrust at them and the
five research questions explained. There is a public
viewing platform on Gloucester St. Site tours leave from
there hourly between 11 to 3 on weekends and from
Tuesday to Friday.

Research Questions

After reviewing the history and the archaeological reports,
including that from the adjacent Lilyvale site, project
historian, Grace Karskens, developed five general
questions that the archaeology could try to answer.

1) How do peoples' habits and lifestyle change from the
essentially pre-industrial 1790's to the more modem
industrial society of the turn of the century?

Most people assume that apart from a few modern
inventiors, like mobile phones and cars, our grandparents
lived somewhat like we do. But we know that the people
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in the Rocks in the 1790s came from a very different
society one with different social habits and world views.
For example people lived and ate more communally, they
had different notions of time and so on.

We also know that society changed to become the modern
capitalist society that we live in. How did this change
occur and why? American archaeologists such as Mark
Leone and Paul Shackel have argued that the adoption of
the newly available cheap goods made by the emerging
capitalist economy, such as cheap transfer printed plates to
make formal settings, helped the move from the Georgian
to the Victorian era as their use by people reinforced the
new order. We shall see.

2) What can the site tell about women's roles on the site?

Traditional history tends to report on men, as do the
documents created at the time. Archaeology gives a
different record of the past, one that can help place
women into some form of perspective. In particular, can
we see the changing role of women and the rise of the cult
of domesticity in the archaeology of the Rocks?

3) Was the Rocks a terrible slum or where the people
really quite well off?

This argument has been raging for years. Our site, which
contains houses fronting the main streets as well as houses
in the less respectable back streets, may be able to throw
more light on this question.

4) Was the Rocks a separate community from the rest of
Sydney?

Just how distinctive a neighbourhood was the Rocks? In
the nineteenth century the Rocks was seen as a separate
even frightening place. Was this just middle class bias or
was the Rocks a unique community? How can we know?

5) What was the influence of Government on peoples'
lives in the Rocks?

Typically the convicts are seen as being watched very
closely by Government and this is expressed in popular
tours of the Rocks where convict floggings and Red-
coated guards are recreated. In fact the reverse seems to be
true. The convicts in the Rocks seem not to be governed
whereas throughout the nineteenth century there was a rise
in Government control culminating in the Plague era and
the wholesale resumption and reshaping of the Rocks.
































































































