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Roland Fletcher is Professor of Theoretical and World 
Archaeology at the University of Sydney. He grew up in London, 
England and attended St. John’s College at Cambridge University, 
completing his undergraduate degree in 1970 and his PhD in 
1975. He has worked at the University of Sydney since 1976 
where he implemented a global, multi-scalar and interdisciplinary 
approach to Archaeology that integrates research, teaching and 
service to the community.  His global research has led to 
extensive cross-disciplinary collaboration within the University 
and internationally. The Greater Angkor Project, which has been 

funded by the Australian Research Council and UNESCO is an international 
collaboration with the French agency EFEO and with APSARA the Cambodian 
government agency that manages Angkor. The project is part of the University’s 
Angkor Research Program of which he is Director. The program, manages a diverse 
range of research projects in Angkor and maintains a Research Centre in Siem Reap. 
As a result of his theoretical work and his international collaborative research he has 
been an invited speaker and academic guest world-wide and was a Distinguished 
Fellow at Durham University’s Institute of Advanced Study in 2007.   
 
Major Accomplishments 
 
Archaeological Theory and Philosophy: His work systematically defines the 
relationship between complementary but different scales of interpretation and 
explanation and specifies the fundamental role of the non-correspondence between 
materiality and social life in understanding the outcome of change and the processes 
of cultural evolution. The approach offers a new perspective on the materiality of 
human behaviour across a wide spectrum ranging from the evolution of hominid 
behaviour to industrialised warfare, and from the settlement patterns of hunter-
gatherers to the limits of low-density urban growth in the agrarian and the industrial 
world. The key logical contribution is to reconcile long term, large scale, cross-cultural 
consistencies of behaviour with the contextually unique, short-term sociality of human 
communities. This radical global approach was applied in The  Limits of Settlement 
Growth (Cambridge University Press 1995) to  understanding the dynamics of 
settlement growth and decline in terms of the behavioural factors which constrain 
interaction and communication,  and their interaction with economy, ecology and 
global environmental processes.  
 
Research on Angkor: The research derives from the predictions of the Interaction-
Communication Stress model developed in The  Limits of Settlement Growth. The 
growth and decline of low-density pre-industrial urbanism is a critical test of the 
research value of the model which predicts that such settlements could reach vast 
sizes, far larger than their compact urban counterparts. The key contribution of the 
work has been to redefine the nature of Angkor as a low-density urban complex, 
covering about a 1000 sq km and vastly larger than had previously been envisaged. 
The study transforms the global implications of how large such cities could become, 
integrates the demise of agrarian-based, low-density urbanism with extreme instability 
in climate change and redefines their significance for the present day. A key result is 



 

the demonstration that Angkor had a massive and elaborate water management 
network, contrary to twenty years of opposition. In the words of Michael Coe in Science 
vol 311 (1367) this, “has pretty much laid the debate to rest”. The research at Angkor 
has formed the basis for an international collaboration, the Tropical Forest Urbanism 
Program that has brought Mesoamericanists to Angkor and SE Asianists to 
Mesoamerica. The Greater Angkor Project has also led to the applied research of the 
Living with Heritage Project on an integrated information management system for 
APSARA and the establishment of a major heritage consultancy, the Angkor 
Management Framework, funded jointly by Cambodia and Australia and managed by 
the Australian heritage consultants Godden Mackay Logan.     
 
Long Term Trajectories of Settlement Growth and Decline: the significance of 
heritage as a complex system 
 
Since the mid 19th century we have known about three great transitions in human 
community life which we familiarly refer to as sedentism, beginning about 10,000 years 
ago; agrarian urbanism starting around 5000 years ago; and industrialised urbanism 
beginning less than 200 years ago. Each of these great transitions is visible in the 
material form of the settlements and the material antecedents of their cultures. Each 
required an assemblage of material features and devices, some of very long ancestry, 
to manage interaction and communication. Some were as simple as durable walling, 
others as complex as clocks. They long precede the transition where they play a crucial 
role. They came into being to serve other functions and were developed in smaller 
rather than larger settlements. Each transition occurred when a suite of material 
feature and devices came together, and was marked by an initial massive increase in 
the rate at which settlement area expanded.  By examining the role of the material 
characteristics of communities we can identify patterns of antecedence and outcome 
which are consistently recognisable across the world over the past 15,000 years. 
These consistencies relate to the constraints on interaction frequency and 
communication range and the material assemblage with which we try to manage 
interaction and communication. The analysis has implications for how we might 
understand the significance of innovation in relatively small, present day settlements; 
the significance of low-density urbanism in both the agrarian and the industrial world; 
and the magnitude of present day cities. 


