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Introduction: the Public Archaeology of Treasure

Howard Williams, Samuel Clague, Natasha Carr and James Raine

Setting the stage for The Public Archaeology of Treasure, this chapter presents the complex intersections of ‘treasure’ 
in archaeological teaching and research and archaeology’s interactions with a range of different publics on local, regional, 
national and international scales. The chapter also identifies the global issues in heritage conservation, management and 
interpretation as well as the looting of archaeological sites and the illicit trade in antiquities relating to ‘treasure(s)’ as legally 
defined, popularly perceived and metaphorically articulated. Having introduced the breadth and complexity of ‘treasure(s)’, 
we survey the 2020 student conference from whence this project derived before reviewing the span and foci of the book itself.

Will you search through the loamy earth for me? 
Climb through the briar and bramble 

I’ll be your treasure

J. Flynn (2014)

These are opening lyrics to the Johnny Flynn song accompanying the popular television drama series 
Detectorists (2014–2017), created and written by Mackenzie Crook.  The show is a light-hearted comedy 
focusing on two metal detectorists from the fictional Danebury Metal Detecting Club (Andy Stone 
played by Mackenzie Crook and Lance Stater played by Toby Jones). Over the three seasons aired to 
date, we track their camaraderie, relationships and petty conflicts as they seek out artefacts in the 
Essex countryside. We are shown treasure-hunting to be a solitary outdoor pastime. Trinkets and trifles 
from bygone times are seen as a desired goal for these dedicated hobbyists but also their discovery is 
regarded also as a mechanism for dialogue with the human past through the landscape as well as an 
opportunity for building sustained friendships in today’s world.

Detectorists gives ‘treasure’ an agency and aura. It is referenced as shorthand for all kinds of archaeological 
artefacts uncovered from the soil: from can pulls to military buttons. Eclectic and elusive, a reward for 
the patient, diligent and faithful explorer, ‘treasure’ is also an aspiration for life that can take many forms 
beyond the material. Moreover, Detectorists’ treasured things are given a quasi-preternatural agency. They 
might stay tenaciously concealed and never found (as with Sexred’s ship-burial in series 1). Treasure might 
be discovered unexpected below ground after many hours of fruitless searching (following a suspicion that 
one of Lance’s detector readings was something special he finds what is described as a ‘Late Saxon Gold 
Jewelled Aestell’ in series 2). Gold coins might be even ‘miraculously’ found above ground (items from a 
Roman hoard disturbed by ploughing and collected by magpies which finally drop from a birdsnest at 
the end of series 3). Treasures thus become accessible and tangible through their interaction with, and 
definition by, their discoverers and investigators in a specific Essex landscape. Their trade for profit is 
judiciously avoided by the show, but Lance Stater takes the utmost pride in his aestel when he photographs 
it on temporary display in the British Museum close to the Sutton Hoo helmet and the Lewis Chessmen 
where he is credited as ‘finder’ (Detectorists Christmas Special 2015).

Treasure’s agency in Detectorists also finds voice through Flynn’s aforementioned opening song in each 
episode. Hidden rare and precious items cry out to be found, explored, studied and shared. Ultimately, 
the story implies that old and buried things plea to be discovered so that their stories can told for 
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