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When a developer requests that an area of the sea
floor be ’cleared’ of objects of culture-historical
significance, archaeologists are often thrown in at
the deep end because, archaeologically speaking,
it is virgin territory. The areas in question may
also be covered with sediments so thick that it
would be impossible to identify potential traces of
early prehistoric settlement solely by diver survey.
Here, the offshore equipment of the development
industry can be of great help (Fig. 1). The methodology may appear brutal, but in practice it allows
for the recovery of even very small artefacts and
fragile constructions, while also providing a fundamental insight into the sediments from which
the finds come.
An archaeological survey prior to the expansion
of Køge Harbour, Denmark, provides an instructive example of this method. A topographic model
of the Stone Age landscape was initially established using seismic equipment. Under a layer of
sand and silt up to 5 m thick, it was possible to
make out the outline of a fossilised stream outlet,
from a period when the sea level in the Baltic Basin
(Ch. 3.2) was c. 10 m lower than today (Fig. 2).
It was in places like this that Mesolithic hunters
and fishermen preferred to settle. The excavation of a large number of c. 2 m2 test pits across
the area revealed that this was also the case here.
Layers containing material from early prehistory

came up in consecutive bucket loads, allowing the
archaeologists to study the stratigraphy and finds
contexts. In order to retrieve the small arrowheads
that are very significant in terms of dating, each
layer of sediment was washed through a sieve with
a 4 x 4 mm mesh.
The method proved its particular worth during the extraction of a section of a fish weir (Fig.
3). Additionally, a handful of artefacts, which lay
close together and derived from the knapping of a
single flint nodule, provides a snapshot of a short
episode of flint working. Altogether, c. 2500 artefacts of stone – including 27 small flint projectile
points (microliths) – were recovered. Their form
and method of manufacture reveal that they are
c. 9000 years old. No other area on the Danish
sea floor has revealed such extended and dense
concentrations of settlement evidence from this
period.
The survey of the 1.15 km2 area was carried out
over 47 days of fieldwork, and at a cost that was
modest in relation to the overall expense of the
construction project. Using this method, archaeologists could determine the best-preserved locations of prehistoric settlement and stationary fishing structures. These areas were then reserved for
further exploration, while the rest of the affected
area was released so that the developer could begin
the planned deepening and construction work.

Fig. 1. Commercial offshore equipment
enables rapid mapping of traces of early
prehistoric activities over large areas,
even when artefacts and structures are
covered by deep sediments. The digger
shown here can reach a depth of 20 m and
the position of the bucket can be fixed both
horizontally and vertically to within a few
centimetres. On the vessel there is room for
sieving equipment and desk space, where
the archaeologists can wash and classify
material and analyse the distribution of the
finds. Photo: JD-Contractor A/S.
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Fig. 2. Distribution of finds of Mesolithic
date and the land surface before the
sea inundated the area. The largest
concentration of worked f lint is 0.82
artefacts per litre of sediment. The
artefacts are concentrated along the edges
of an estuary from a period when the
water level was 9-10 m lower than today
(the border between the green and yellow
areas). Part of a fish weir was recovered
from the southern edge of the stream bed.
A flint-knapping workshop lay on the
opposite bank, further to the northeast. ©
Viking Ship Museum.
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Fig. 3. A 110 x 120 cm section of a fish
weir, woven from 8-12 mm thick rods
of hazel. It was revealed under 2 m of
sediment, 8.7 m below the surface of the
sea. The construction is c. 8300 years old
(Ch. 6.1), making it the oldest structure
of its type recovered in Denmark to date.
Photo: Frederik D. Hyttel, Viking Ship
Museum 2015.
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