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When archaeologists meet contemporary artisans: contributions
and difficulties of a participatory experimental approach

Experimental archaeology has proven to be a valuable approach for widening perspectives in material
culture studies, particularly for reconstructing chaines opératoires. But the question of who conducts the
experiments remains a methodological problem. The degree of skill exhibited by the experimenters is a
pivotal factor in the formation of traces and must be considered when interpreting experimental data.
Consequently, numerous scholars have emphasised the value of collaboration with expert artisans, as this
allows for the construction of an experiment grounded in practiced skills. However, this approach raises
critical questions about the artisan’s role and the dynamics of the archaeologist-artisan partnership,
which this session aims to explore.

What role should artisans play in the experimental process, from the development of the protocol to the
interpretation of data? Are they mere executants or active collaborators? How do they engage with
archaeological questions? How does their involvement influence the outcome of experiments? For
craftspeople practicing in accordance with their technical traditions, adapting to a predefined
experimental framework can prove challenging, particularly when required to diverge from their routine.
To what extent do the practices of artisans affect the progress of the experiment and the resulting data?
At the same time, craftspeople can bring experience-based solutions that raise new hypotheses or
reshape archaeological interpretations (e.g., solutions to a technical constraint, choice and adaptation of
tools, organization of craft space, etc.). How can the experimental protocol exigencies be combined with
the autonomy of artisans, and how can a productive dialogue be developed between archaeologists and
craftspeople?

Contributions reflecting on these methodological and practical issues are welcome. Submissions may
focus on past, ongoing, or forthcoming projects and are encouraged to address the process of
establishing collaborative protocol, the level of artisan involvement, the choice of technical context, and
the lessons learned from such interdisciplinary exchanges.
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