Archaeologia Polona, vol. 35-36:19097-10908, 287-317
PL ISSN 0066-5924

Wetland archaeology 1n the 20th century:
“history and commentary

John M. Coles®

In the course of the century, wetland archaeology has passed trom an antiquarian pursuit to
a scientific discipline. The yield of well-preserved artifacts from lake muds, coastal silts and inland
peats has continued to demand attention, but analyses of ancient environments, economies and
settlement structure have dominated the recent decades of research. Alpine lake-side settlement
archaeology has continued to require resources and to yield results of wide significance, but
elsewhere in Europe there have been major advances in regional wetland studies, and 1n the
presentation of the evidence to the public. In the last decades ot the century 1t has become
apparent that many wetlands have been seriously damaged, and archaeologists have not managed

to stem the destruction of a resource now accepted as crucial to a greater understanding ot the
past.

KEY-WORDS: lake-dwellings, terp, crannog, peatbog, dendrochronology, organics, bog
roads, bog bodies

The history of wetland archaeology in the 20th century 1s complex and mirrors
the history of the century itself. Most would say it was a century ot growing
ecological understanding, yet contemporary with this was the widespread
destruction of nature. For wetland archaeology, our growing interest in ancient
landscapes has coincided with the loss of the environmental record of these
landscapes through agricultural intensification and chemical pollution. The century
of the emergence of youth and rebellion against authority and traditions ot the elders
has been matched in our archaeology by the overthrow of antiquarian views about
ancient societies. And the emergence of science as the driving torce ot the century,
replacing blind faith in the universality of the divine, has been mirrored by our own
developments in the technology of archaeology, to test and amend the traditional
comfort that the mere exposure of unsurpassed physical evidence was a final solution
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to questions about the past. In this paper some ettort is made to demonstrate how
wetland archaeology emerged trom a period ot innocence and a simplicity ot purpose
to a turbulence of doubt and an acceptance ot the inevitability of uncertainty. The
thrust of work done over past decades has been to overthrow antiquated conceptions
and then to take steps to reduce the degrees ot imprecision about the past.

THE LAKE-DWELLINGS

The history of the archaeology in the 20th century is inevitably dominated by
interest in the famous “lake-dwellings” ot the Alpine region. Here it was that the
concept of a wetland existence was tirst conceived, when the lowered lake levels ot
the mid-late 19th century exposed ancient occupation surtaces, and the muds ot
lakes Ziirich, Geneva, Neuchitel and Bienne yielded an astonishing quantity ot
organic and inorganic artefacts. Almost all lacked any context, but there were
exceptions which provided the tirst hint of a structured prehistoric past that today
we take tor granted. F. Keller, the acknowledged tather of lake-dwelling
discoveries, remains a tormidable figure through his quite dispassionate
publication of the multitude of sites trom France, Italy, Austria, Germany and
Switzerland that had been trenched, quarried or otherwise revealed during an
episode ot Alpine lake level adjustment (Keller 1878). What was uncovered was in
essence the innards ot wetland archaeology, the guts of ancient occupations, with
no real exposure ot the tramework upon which the evidence had to hang — no
bones of settlement structure, and no context tor the individual pieces ot evidence.
The tew sites where amateur archaeologists could perceive the associations and the
structures, at sites such as Robenhausen (Messikommer 1913), were essentially
ignored by the protessionals.

The tragedy of late 19th century wetland archaeology lies in this ignorance, this
lack of recognition ot the importance of sites now seen to have been truly unique. It
was the huge wealth ot discoveries, organic and inorganic tinds pouring out of the
muds and peaté, that lulled archaeologists into the beliet that much more would
come in due time, that associations and contexts were only useful in terms of broad
and imprecise periods, and that individual occupations and the pursuits of single
communities either did not exist or were unimportant. Universal truths were the
important deduction. In part this view was advanced because the lake-dwellings were
seen to be unique 1n the prehlstorlc past, unmatched anywhere else. To establish pile-
supported platforms out in the Alpine lakes, to construct houses upon them, to
devise complex bridges and submerged roadways to rely upon logboats for access in
times of high water, and to engage in an existence dominated by water, were
perceived to have been the traditional, unique and unvariable way of lite ot both
Neolithic and Bronze Age people. The multitude of romantic reconstructions of the
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Fig. 1. An 1dealized 19th century view ot an Alpine lake-dwelling, set on piles in the lake waters (Lyell 1863;
Speck 1981). A village built on piles in a Swiss Lake, restored by E. Keller, partly from Dumont D Urville’s
sketch of similar habitations in New Guinea.

lake-dwellers created by artists, on the basis ot archaeological advice, helped support
this 1dyllic view, and there were tew who could dispute the evidence (Fig. 1).

By 1920, however, archaeologists working in the Alpine area began to contest
the simple interpretation. It may have been a reaction against tradition, against
uniformitarianism, and 1t may well have had its inspiration in the immediate
attermath ot the War 1914-1919. A decline 1n acceptance ot simplistic evolution, an
abandonment ot the too-comtortable preachings ot the pre-War years and in essence
a disillusionment with basic principles led to a severe questioning ot every embedded
tradition. When it was perceived that the Federseemoor in Germany was drying out
and that its i1dentitied “lake-dwellings” were threatened, Schmidt (1930-37) and
Remnerth (1929; 1936) began campaigns to rescue the evidence. The settlements
excavated were not lake-villages in the Alpine sense but could be seen, physically, to
have been set upon bare soil, and not suspended on piles over water. The settlement
plans ot Riedschachen, and then Aichbiihl (Fig. 2), exposed the fallacy ot the
unitorm lake-dwelling model, and Reinerth’s work at Wasserburg-Buchau
demonstrated the structural evidence ot hearths, tloors, tootings and settlement
shape; sites such as this could not possibly have been set upon an artiticial plattorm
suspended on piles over open water (Reinerth 1922; Kimmig 1992). Here too
a sequence of occupation could be demonstrated, rather crude with no identitication
of individual rebuildings, but nonetheless stratigraphical. It was surely the end of the
grab-bucket approach to waterlogged sites. More important was the advantage of the
environmental evidence, trom pollen and macrotossils, which began to show
variations of climate and ot water levels that had atfected the character and existence
ot lake-side and island occupations. The result of these pioneering investigations was
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Fig. 2. Interpretation ot the Neolithic lake-side settlement ot Aichbiihl. It 1s unlikely that all these
houses were built and 1n use at the same time (Schlichtherle and Wahlster 1986).

twotold, firstly the wounding of the lake-dwelling model, and secondly the
realisation that caretul techniques could provide new insights into the character ot
Neolithic and Bronze Age occupations.

A period of retlection tollowed these innovative and revolutionary studies.
Other archaeologists in other places were at work, keenly watching the Alpine
debates and some of their work 1s noted below. By the onset of the next War, the
idea of the lake-dwelling had been eroded away, not by the assertions ot
Staubacher who dismissed all notion of a watery existence (1925), but by the
caretul work ot archaeologists such as Paret who could perceive that the thrust ot
research was legitimately against the Keller i1deal. Vogt’s (1951) excavation ot
Egolzwil 3 and Speck’s (1955) work at Zug/Sumpt exposed conclusive evidence ot
Neolithic and Bronze Age house toundations set on dryland, and by 1954, the
myth ot the lake dwellers was demolished (Vogt 1955). The settlements first
revealed exactly roo years betore had been built on soil, on beaches, on the edges
of marshland waters, and had been in due time abandoned as the waters rose,
immaculately preserved by waterlogged sediments whether mud or peat, and
exposed only by a lowering of water or shrinkage ot peat long atter abandonment.
Paret (1958) summed up the position: “La grand richesse des marais et des lacs en
vestiges archéologiques et notamment en éléments de construction ne doit pas
s’expliqguer par un mode de construction différent, mais seulement par des
conditions de conservation qui y sont infiniment plus favourables que dans un



Wetland archaeology in the 20th century 201

0 b5cm

Fig. 3a. Fishing equipment trom Neolithic Alpine lake-side sites, representative ot the quality and variety
ot material culture. Bark tloat, weights of stone and pebbles wrapped 1n plant sleeve, antler harpoon head,
bone tishhook, and netting ot plant tibre (Coles and Coles 1989).
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terrain sec. ...L’homme préhistorique lui aussi était un homme et non un animal
amphibie”.

From 1960 onwards new questions began to be asked about the lake-side or
marshland settlements. More caretul excavation identitied the complexity of
stratigraphy, and especially the sterile lenses separating the occupation layers, but there
was no real comprehension of their signiticance over an entire site, and it was probably
the lack ot a modelling approach and a reliance 6n geological principles that prevented
the recognition of human dynamics on the interrupted stratigraphies of the
settlements. It was especially ditficult when, as often, the discrete horizons were
punctured and distorted by a multitude ot piles and posts driven through from,
presumably, ditterent levels and at different times. These pieces of evidence remained
controversial and insoluble. Reinerth’s idea of tluctuating water levels, with
settlements on piles or on the soil depending on their position in time relative to the
lake’s own history, was a dominating concept but it neglected much consideration of
functional choice — not every occupation was likely to have had the same purpose and
thus the relative location ot the activity would have varied. As important was the
realisation that the depositional sequences of a settlement beside a large body of water
and those of a site on the edge of or in a marshland would ditfer in considerable degree.
The models ot behaviour would be ditferent at both natural and human levels. The
opportunity to gain closer understanding ot the principles involved, through
ethnographic observations and records, was neglected throughout the 1960s and 1970s.

What was overwhelming was the richness of the archaeological layers of
a waterlogged settlement (Fig. 3) and it was this that maintained the momentum for
continued exploration (e.g., at Thayngen-Weier, Guyan 1955). The variety and the
technology of wooden tools in particular occupied the minds of wetland
archaeologists perhaps to the exclusion,
or at least diminution, of active research
into the layering ot the sites. Texules
were another important diversion as
Vogt had shown long ago (1935).
Excavation was sometimes too rapid to
observe and record the minutiae of
Mm \\~l.\\*x)1p\)§j\ stratigraphies, the lenses ot the seasonal
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T e From the late 1960s, liberation from
the old models and the application of
new techniques were well advanced, and

Fig. 3b. Woven hat ot the Bronze Age trom Fiavé,

[taly, made ot viburnum, spruce and reed. Diameter _ _
at rim 21§ mm (Perini 1987). ot opportunity and reality. Among those

lake-dwelling research entered a new age
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Fig. 5. Plan of the Neolithic settlement at Hauterive-Champréveyres, Switzerland. Of the 1900 posts set
into the ground, 1169 were ot oak and these allowed the various phases of house-building to be dated to
the years 3810-3793 BC (Coles and Coles 1995).

Lake-dwellings as they continued to be known were not all susceptible to all of the
latest techniques, but work done at the pile-supported dwellings of Yverdon,
Feldmeilen, Clairvaux-les Lacs, Fiavé and Hornstaad, and the soil-based settlements at
Portalban and Clairvaux, provided massive demonstration of the survival of sites in
conditions with variable preservation (e.g. Petréquin 1984, 1986, 1989; Perini 1984-94;
Schlichtherle 1990-95). The variety ot responses ot Neolithic and Bronze Age people
to the opportunities of a wetland existence, or a life with a strong wetland element,
could be seen now to be complex (e.g. Arnold 1986, 1990). Structures could be
identitied, consistency ot building patterns recorded, and, by the mid-1980s, the
evolution of settlements discerned. This came from the quite massive input of funding
into tree-ring and dendrochronological work (Baillie 1982). Sites such as Neolithic
Charavines-les-Baigneurs, Hornstaad-Hornle I and Hauterive-Champréveyres (Fig. s)
could be assembled into a coherence wholly unanticipated by the original excavators
ot comparable sites (Bocquet 1994; Schlichtherle 1990-95; Egloff 1989).

But there were more important results than mere chronological evolution. Most of
these and the other well-dated settlements could be seen to be short-lived, individual
houses lasting only 10-15 years, the whole site perhaps of a duration of only a century or
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so (Fig. 6). Huge chronological
gaps emerged 1n the long
prehistory ot the Alpine Neolithic
and Bronze Ages, with little or no
evidence of any lake-side presence
whatsoever. The implications tfor
population  sizes, movement
however local of people, and
contacts and abandonments have
yet to be addressed.
Lake-dwellings ot the Alpine
region are generally thought ot as
Neolithic or Bronze Age, but sites
ot other ages are known. In the
lake of Paladru, France, a long

campa}gn of work has explored Fig. 6. Schematic representation of the trees felled to
a medieval lake-side settlement at construct houses at Hornstaad-Hoérnle I, Germany, dated

Charavines, which encapsulates by dendrochronology. The sizes and ages of the oaks are
also shown. X marks a tree telled. Note in phase E that

« . ., _ several very old oaks were telled, perhaps trom a new area
the sunken Vlllage . Often with of torest (Billamboz and Schlichtherle 1985; Dieckmann

a moralistic conclusion, the 1988).

the universal wetland tradition ot

traditions known from many

regions speak ot settlements drowned by supernatural powers because ot wickedness
and dishonour. The lake ot Paladru contains several such drowned villages, known only
by antiquarian discoveries, and by 1930 minor explorations had taken place. It was not
until the 1970s, however, that opportunities arose tor major excavations on one ot the
sites, at Charavines, and the discoveries allied to painstaking analyses of sediments and
economic evidence have exposed an entirely new history of lakeside activity ot the
medieval period (Colardelle and Verdel 1993). The conditions ot preservation were
excellent, and remains of insects, fish scales, seeds and truits were treated in equal
measure as the cultural fragments ot games, musical instruments, horsegear, wood-
turning and leather. Dendrochronology provided precision in dating the tortitied
hamlet to the 1ith century AD, and environmental analyses clarified the historical
records of the years of flood that took the settlement beneath the water of the lake.
No dryland medieval site could have yielded such a variety ot materials and such detail
ot the behavioural patterns ot a small yet powertul community (Fig. 7).

It 1s legitimate now to ask the question — what next tor the Alpine lake-
dwellings? Lake-dwelling research in the 20th century has gone through a turmoil ot
endeavour and has emerged into such a neatness and seeming clarity of structure that
- we can legitimately hope now tor more precision in more tundamental aspects ot the
study, including the identitication of living tloors and thereby a greater
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Fig. 7. Medieval tortitied settlement at Charavines-Colletiere, France, with its local environment of lake-
side, cleared parable tields and hoe plots, pasture and woodland (Colardelle and Verdel 1993).

comprehension ot social and economic practices. The evidence may well be there on
particularly well-sealed and well-preserved sites. But will the pressures on sites and
archaeologists allow that contemplative research necessary for the final dénouement
ot the people ot the lakes and marshes? Only time will tell. Measures to protect
vulnerable sites are urgently needed (Ramseyer and Rouliere-Lambert 1996).

MARSH AND COASTAL SETTLEMENTS OF THE NORTH

[t was not only 1n the Alpine lakes that wetland archaeology developed through
the 20th century, although it will be obvious that the lake-village research helped
direct and encourage work in other European regions. In the north and west of
Europe, sites within lakes and peatbogs were known from early antiquarian times,
and as early as 1908 there were a number of notable results and innovations.

Work at the Glastonbury lake village came to an end in 1908, and excavations
began at Alvastra in Sweden. Crannogs in Scotland were examined by an underwater
diver and a young archaeologist von Giffen began his long campaign in the terps of
the Netherlands. All of these events of 1908 had far-reaching results.
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Fig. 8. The Glastonbury lake village, interpreted as a crannog, with its local and regional economic base
(Coles and Coles 1995).

The Glastonbury lake-village 1s one ot Europe’s most tamous wetland sites,
a result ot 1ts total excavation and prompt monograph publication (Bulleid and Gray
1911, 1917). The site was a gigantic crannog and more logically belongs to the late 19th
century although its excavation only came to an end in 1908 with the entire site
trenched. In terms of 20th century wetland archaeology, Glastonbury contributed
little to technology and less to documentation, but its abundance ot well-preserved
structural remains and variety of artetacts of the late Iron Age has continued to
attract those who have considered the record capable ot re-working; like Star Carr,
the site deserves new interpretive etforts, but unlike Star Carr the likelihood ot
finding new supportive evidence on site 1s remote (Coles and Minnitt 1995). This 1s
a particular tragedy as the Lake Village environs have survived in good condition
(Fig. 8), and the occupation deposits would have remained well-preserved it the
excavators had decided to leave untouched any substantial portion ot the stratitied
deposits. Further, both Bulleid and Gray took their enthusiasm tor lake wvillage
exploration in England to new sites, and their work 1910-1956 succeeded 1n removal
of the bulk of the Iron Age sites at the two nearby Meare villages, with entirely
inadequate records. Enthusiasm tor the search was allowed to exceed the ability to
conduct scientific and accurate work, The same could be said of excavations on
trackways, terps, lake-dwellings and crannogs during the decades up to 1940, with
a tew notable exceptions. -

One ot the little known aspects ot wetland sites that have survived the
depredations ot early excavations 1s that new techniques can sometimes be applied —
not exactly new wine in old bottles, more new bottles tor old wine. One such site
where the results have been dramatic is Alvastra in Sweden. Excavated in the
doldrums of wetland archaeology, 1908-1930, the site was known only as a large
plattorm of posts and logs laid 1in a small spring-ted peatbog (Frodin 1910). The
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Fig. 9. The Alvastra plattorm, Sweden, with outlines of central trackway, separate compartments with
hearths (black dots) (Browall 19086; Malmer 1991).

abundance ot Neolithic artetacts and animal and plant remains, and internal divisions
within the plattorm, might have suggested a settlement but its environmental setting
was 1n contlict with such a simple explanation (Fig. 9). With the advent of modern
excavation techniques, and tree-ring studies, Malmer re-examined the site and
subjected it and 1ts materials to exhaustive analyses (Malmer 1991; Browall 1986). The
results dramatically altered the interpretation ot the site. It had existed as an active
element in people’s lives tor only a tew years, then was in essence abandoned to the
tlooding waters. The precise interpretation ot the Alvastra plattorm as a tocus tor
oatherings ot people trom all around the territory ot the mire need not concern us
here; 1t was the potential ot a waterlogged site tor new approaches that is important,

and ot course such potential could only be realised because ot the site, lett alone
since 1930, had survived in good condition.
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In Ireland and Scotland, the tirst underwater inspection of a crannog in 1908
did little to encourage survival ot the many settlements and most were gradually
damaged by drainage or neglect. Some excavations took place on sites believed to
contain rich material remains, ot non-structural type, but little of the work done
was of a character and quality useful today. In the 1930s the Harvard
Archaeological Mission to Ireland brought new activity to crannogs already known
In part to contain both structures and artefacts. Yet the introduction of an
acclaimed and scientitic approach to the Ballinderry and Lagore crannogs was
inadequate and the results, while spectacular enough in artefacts, did little to add
to comprehension of structure and setting of the sites (Hencken 1936; 1950).
Surveys in the succeeding decades in both Ireland and Scotland have pointed to the
existence, once, ot well over 1000 crannogs, but only a tew have ever had anything
approaching an adequate examination (Bradley 1991; Crone 1993; Dixon 1982) and
it 1s only this very recent work that contributes to European wetland archaeology
In 1ts broadest concepts.

The long history ot research on the terps ot the North European plains of the
Netherlands and Germany commenced 1n 1908 but it was with the later excavations
ot van Gitten at Ezinge in 1931-37 that terp archaeology achieved an international
status. Stratigraphical principles were applied to the site and its long history of
occupation, farmstead growing to hamlet and then to organised village. The artificial
character ot the terp tor settlement raised above the wetlands, the existence of
buildings not set upon piles, and the abundance ot well-preserved material culture
and economic evidence, all transtormed our understanding of occupation in the
tlatlands ot the north. The Ezinge excavations were unfortunately not tully
published (Clark 1939 has a summary ot the work) but they nonetheless provided
a model for later work on the coastal settlements, and the most famous of these is
the Feddersen Wierde, a huge terp selected tor major excavations in 1955-1963
(Haarnagel 1979). Subsequent landscape studies have identitied terp-controlled
territories and claritied the character ot structures and material culture. The details
need not concern us but 1t was only quite massive excavations that could reveal the
sequence of buildings and patterns of settlement (Fig. 10). The enormous yield of
industrial and economic materials has created opportunities tor extensive research
into the working patterns ot the settlements, with individual structures and areas set
apart tor particular crafts and other activities. Terp research has continued to build
on the results tfrom sites such as the Feddersen Wierde and they provide our most
detailed information about 1st millennium AD settlement in Northern Europe. (e.g.,
Zimmerman 1992).



