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Ben Ford 

Landscape in Archaeology 

In order to fully understand maritime cultures, maritime archaeology must pursue 
all aspects of the maritime past. The broader and more inclusive these pursuits, the 
more fodder there is for the development of sound theories and for crosspollination 
with anthropology, geography, and other fields. One way to approach the inclusive 
study of maritime archaeology is to view the maritime past through a broad and 
geographically oriented landscape perspective. 

Landscape exists at the intersection of culture and space. As such, it falls neatly 
within and between the disciplines of history, geography, and archaeology; disci-
plines that have strong methodological and theoretical associations (Sauer 1941, 
p. 6; Jackson et al. 1970; Cronon 1983; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Head 2000, 
pp. 52-54; Baker 2003). Geographical studies tend to focus on the question of 
"where," while archaeological and historical projects often ask "when" or "how" 
and hopefully "why." Inquiries that ask all of these questions exist where anthropol-
ogy and geography overlap and are known alternately as cultural geography or 
landscape archaeology. The intersection of space and culture within landscape, 
however, is more than an artifact of academic disciplines; it is fundamental to the 
very nature of space and culture. Space is a medium for human activity and does 
not have cultural significance apart from that activity. Space is always present, but 
until humans use or acknowledge a particular space and make it a place, it does not 
exist anthropologically. Similarly, space provides the context for culture; places are 
everywhere that culture is. Both place and culture are part of human experience, "a 
person is 'in place' just as much as she or he is 'in culture' (Tilley 1994, p. 18). 
Furthermore, time plays a role as cultures and spaces change with time. Thus, 
places are culturally determined and cultures are strongly influenced by their 
spaces, all of which shift through time forming culturally distinct and frequently 
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overlapping landscapes, often within a single geographic region. The perception of 
a landscape in turn influences the actions of those who inhabit it, which in turn have 
implications for their culture and the physical environment both in the immediate 
present and in the future. There is no way to separate culture, time, and space from 

the landscape. 
For example, the battlefield at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, existed before the 

American Civil War; it existed before humans inhabited North America. Before 
human contact, it was a space, but once people began to interact with this space it 
became a place, which was viewed largely from an economic perspective, first by 
hunter-gatherers and later by agriculturalists. The perceptions of the space briefly 
shifted to strategy and tactics in 1863. In the modern era, the place is preserved and 
treated as a memorial space. Both the 1860s and modern perceptions drew on 
previous uses of the places, and thus current perceptions are strongly influenced by 
past perceptions and uses. This is only one example of national significance, but 
similar junctures of culture, time, and environment occur daily at both societal 

and personal scales. 
The relationship between people, place, and landscape can range from reciprocal 

to dialectical, but the physical environment and human social activity are always 
kept in focus. Neither the environment nor the people are passive; both function to 
construct and reconstruct the other (Welinder 1997, p. 88; Head 2000, p. 8; Cassell 
and Stachiw 2005, p. 1; Taska 2005, pp. 9, 11-12). The landscape is made up of 
multiple environmental features, such as the climate and the locations of water, 
arable land, fuel, and raw materials, as well as social, political, and ideological 
components, all of which are interrelated and cannot be understood without refer-
ence to each other (Meinig 1979; Samuels 1979; Westerdahl 1992; Welinder 1997; 
Martin 2000, p. 39; Jones 2006, p. 523; Meier 2006). Furthermore, each landscape 
is best understood in the context of its neighbors and the landscapes that preceded 
it and are expected to follow. From a practical perspective, a landscape includes the 
space that a person can see or perceive; it includes smells or noises that are percep-
tible beyond the line of sight, as well as adjacent places that one can see in the mind's 
eye and connect to one's current viewscape (i.e., if someone can imagine the space 
over the next hill, then it is part of the effective landscape). However, the current 
landscape is seen and perceived based on past experiences so that the landscape is 
constructed of all past personal encounters in this particular space, the stories about 
the space, the current status of the space, and the perceived possible future uses of 
the space. The landscape is thus constantly being constructed and altered. It is 
culturally dynamic and a force of cultural construction that coevolves with culture 
(Tilley 1994, p. 23; Welinder 1997, p. 96; Dyson-Bruce 2003; Ash 2005, p. 3; Cassell 

and Stachiw 2005, p. 3). 
The fact that landscape is a part of a society's material culture makes it attractive 

to anthropologists. Hoskins (1955, p. 14) has described landscape as "the richest 
historical record we posses," whereas Anschuetz et al. (2001, p. 190) use the 
analogy of "a mirror of a community." Regardless of whether the landscape is 
viewed as a document or a mirror, culture is alive in place and written on space. 
In ways large and small, the landscape stores and conveys culture. 
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The archaeological landscape, however, is difficult to reconstruct and is never 
completely knowable, due both to a lack of data and to the breadth of information 
that must be considered. So much of what makes up a past landscape has been lost 
to time and change that all archaeological landscapes are in a sense prehistoric, in 
which the best method to approach them is through physical investigation supple-
mented by anecdotes and analogies (Ascher 1968; Fairclough 2006, p. 209). We 
have, more often than not, lost the "skin" of the land (the trees, flowers, people, 
perishable structures, noises, smells, and so forth) and are left with merely the 
"bones" (rocks, hills, valleys, structural remains, archaeological deposits, etc.). 
These remaining data only lend themselves to a coarse interpretation of the past, 
but it is what we have to learn from (Tilley 1994, p. 73). Lost, then, are most of the 
myths, individual daily activities, the short-term sense of time, and most of the 
other ephemeral events and thoughts that define a space for most people. The pres-
ence of these aspects of past landscapes need to be remembered at all times and 
analyzed whenever they are available. The purpose of archaeology, after all, is to 
study past culture, not simply past debris. 

The landscape perspective lends itself to a balanced approach to the past, one 
that is informed by the current inhabitants, as well as historic documents and the 
archaeological record. Such multi-vocal data help to combat the biases inherent in 
every archaeological study (Ash 2005, p. 66). This approach is not, however, with-
out problems. The reconstructed landscape is often not a map of the "real world:' 
a world that an historic person who lived in it would recognize. It instead tends to 
capture a particular interpretation at a particular scale. This peculiarity occurs 
because of data missing from the historical record, but it is also inherent in maps 
and theory. Both maps and theories exist to streamline perception and under-
standing. Maps simplify or eliminate some aspects of the world to demonstrate 
others more clearly, while theories emphasize particular aspects of human thought 
and physiology to explain specific behaviors. Archaeology cannot function without 
maps and theories because humans cannot grasp everything at one time. Yet, maps, 
theories, and reconstructed landscapes all hinge on what is deemed important to 
show at a given moment. What remains in the archaeological and historical record 
often determines the focus of a reconstructed landscape, as it does in the rest of 
archaeology. Artifacts, sites, features, and material culture serve as touchstones of 
the past. They form the physical foundation of what can be told. The story and the 
landscape are nearly always larger than the artifact, but the artifact serves to focus 
the archaeologist's attention on particular aspects of a knowable past. 

In addition to the archaeologist's own biases as to what is knowable and what is 
important, which should be in part mitigated by the multitude of data available in 
any given landscape, issues of dynamism and causation are also concerns. It is easy 
to record the various aspects of a landscape and mark them on a map, but it is difficult 
to reconstruct the vitality that the landscape had for those who inhabited it 
(Welinder 1997, p. 96). Even when the various aspects of a landscape are sorted 
into occupation periods and events, the small daily activities of a group are conflated. 
At best the archaeologist can attempt to parse the features of the landscape into 
temporal packets that are as small as possible and yet still retain meaning, then look 
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for evidence of stability and change between the periods. It is also important not to 
conflate correlation with causation. The form of a place may have multiple causes, 
not all of which will be readily perceptible (Sauer 1941, p. 7; Jones 2006, p. 525). 
Simply because a story fits the evidence does not mean that the story is "true." 
Here, again, the multiple lines of evidence that construct and bind the landscape 
offer some hope that reasonably accurate interpretations will surface. 

In summary, we can define a landscape as the physical environment perceptible 
to an individual and his or her perception of that environment. This landscape is 
linked to adjacent contemporaneous landscapes and overlapping past landscapes to 
form an individual's world. From an archaeological perspective, these landscapes 
are made up of both the residues that individuals left behind during their inhabita-
tion and use of the physical environment, and the effects that the landscape had on 
their culture, which are tenable through other forms of historical, ethnographic, and 
archaeological evidence. These cultural data can then be interpreted using any 

applicable theoretical perspective. 

Landscape in Maritime Archaeology 

Two major landscape concepts, "seascape" and "maritime cultural landscape," have 
developed out of the study of landscapes in maritime archaeology. A true seascape 
is constructed of the factors that allow an individual to perceive his or her location 
out of sight of land. These factors can include stars, currents, swells, birds, winds, 

clouds, and phosphorescence (such as the to lapa of the Pacific Islanders; Lewis 

1994, p. 253). These factors allow navigators to place themselves on a mental map 
containing cultural constructs, such as routes, and unseen but known locations, 
which then become part of the seascape. Technology further develops the seascape 
through navigation instruments that supplement the natural factors and refine the 
navigator's mental map. Just as on land, the perception of such factors are influenced 
by culture and are in turn fed back into the culture as charts, stories, and so on. 

Some scholars (McNiven 2003; Breen and Lane 2004) use the term "seascape" 
to describe any landscape viewed from the sea and so include seamarks, harbors, 
reefs, islands, shallows indicated by changes in water color, and other land-based 
phenomenon in this concept. These factors, however, are derived from land, exposed 
or submerged, and therefore can be considered part of the original term, "landscape." 
This distinction is bolstered by the understanding that the shore is a continuum from 
the uplands to the continental shelf, which has been variously submerged and 
exposed through time. It is, however, useful to consider how the same landscape 
changes when perceived from the water rather than from the land, a perspective that 
rests comfortably within the term "maritime cultural landscape:' 

Maritime cultural landscapes combine physical aspects of landscape and sea-
scape to analyze the culture of maritime peoples within a spatial context, while 
retaining the recursive culture—nature relationship of landscape study. The term was 
first used in English by Christer Westerdahl during the early 1990s and has since 
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been championed by him and others (Westerdahl 1992, 2003, 2006, 2011; Parker 
1999, 2001; Aberg and Lewis 2000; Reinders 2001; Flatman 2003, 2009b; 
McErlean et al. 2002; O'Sullivan 2004, 2005; Busch 2006; O'Sullivan and Breen 

2007; Ronnby 2007). 
Within the maritime cultural landscape approach, maritime history and 

ethnography are integrated with the physical residue of past maritime systems, 
including shipwrecks, ports, harbor, roadways, rail lines, modified rivers, villages, 
cottages, fortifications, shipyards, chandlers, warehouses, custom houses, com-
modities, insurance companies, lighthouses, and regulations. All of these features, 
and others, are interpreted within the maritime landscape to explore "how people 
perceived and understood the sea and used this knowledge and understanding to 
order and constitute the landscape and societies that they live in" (O'Sullivan and 
Breen 2007, p. 15). Therefore, the study of maritime cultural landscapes extends 
the focus of maritime archaeology beyond the ship. Shipwrecks are unarguably 
important to maritime archaeology: they form the foundation of the subject through 
the number of sites that have been excavated, the amount of cultural data that are 
produced by each shipwreck, and through the important roles that vessels played in 
maritime cultures. Similarly, vessels are fundamental to nearly all maritime life-
ways, but they are merely one of many artifact classes that define a maritime 
culture. Sailors spent only a portion of their lives on the water and they were integrated 
in a diverse community that depended on, supported, or profited from maritime 
commerce, warfare, and resources, but which, in many cases, never left the land. 

Similar to landscapes in general, this understanding of the maritime landscape 
is not limited to only sites or sights but includes a wide range of interrelated and 
often ephemeral phenomena. Some of these phenomena, such as when naviga-
tional lights were erected in a specific location, can be gleaned from the historical 
record, but many, such as sounds and smells, are nearly always lost. Others, such 
as perceived distances or places of danger and safety, can only occasionally 
be reconstructed (Pott 1994; Hardesty 2000, p. 175; Russell et al. 2004, p. 101). 
One avenue by which to explore these perceptions is presented by place names. 
Place names have been part of maritime cultural landscape studies since early on 
and are important because they transform physical and geographical reality into 
something that is historically and culturally experienced (Westerdahl 1992; Tilley 
1994). Similar to human alterations to the environment, place names are culture 
laid directly onto space to form a landscape. 

Archaeologies of Maritime Landscape 

The chapters in this volume all begin with these ideas of landscape and maritime 
cultural landscape but reach a range of conclusions by applying them differently 
within diverse theoretical, spatial, historical, and environmental contexts. The objec-
tive of the book is not to present the study of the maritime landscape as a unified 
field; it clearly is not. Rather, the intent is to showcase the diversity of applications 
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and results as an argument for the utility and productivity of this approach. To that 
end, the chapters assembled here range in their discussions from landscapes more 
than 10,000 years old to less than a decade old; landscapes that have lasted millennia 
and those that lasted no more than a few months; landscapes that span hundreds of 
square kilometers and others that engage a single site; and landscapes that are 
approached from a management perspective and those analyzed in an attempt to 
access the minds of past peoples. Among the authors are scholars who have fully 
adopted a maritime cultural landscape approach and others who are experimenting 
with it within an existing research agenda. Despite this breadth, still other perspec-
tives could have been included; what is presented here is merely a sample. 

This diversity of approaches, however, is unified by a focus on how humans 
interact with the water, how those interactions shape both culture and landscape, 
and how those interactions manifest themselves in material culture broadly defined. 
The authors are also united in approaching the question of human/water interaction 
from a spatial perspective, taking the site as the minimum unit of investigation. The 
landscape perspective is not new to maritime archaeology but it has received increas-
ing attention in recent years alongside site-specific studies. One of the underlying 
arguments of this volume is that both generalizing and particularistic endeavors 
have a place in maritime archaeology and there is a recursive relationship between 
these types of studies. Particularistic excavations provide the data that form the 
foundations of more holistic surveys, while the wider surveys generate additional 
research questions and broader historical contexts for future excavations. Healthy 
archaeology depends on the pursuit of both objectives. 

As aforementioned, in addition to placing sites within a geographic context, 
landscape archaeology can incorporate deeply diachronic perspectives, taking into 
account changes in environment, use, and perception over expanses of time. For 
this reason, several chapters discuss prehistoric landscapes, significantly removed 
from modern shorelines by rising or falling water levels. These chapters are different 
from many of the others in that they focus on the importance of the environment in 
landscape. The environment is the always present and always changing physical 
tapestry that is imbedded with meaning by humans. However, it is often difficult to 
identify meaning, or even archaeological sites, in these landscapes where the 
archaeological record is buried or inundated, and there are no documents and few 
recorded place names. In many ways the condition of prehistoric maritime land-
scape studies parallels the argument that Bass (1983) once made for shipwrecks: we 
need more data before we can discuss patterns of culture. However, with each new 
discovery the dataset grows, and as the dataset grows our ability to generalize about 
use increases, and with an increasing understanding of use it may become possible 
to discuss meaning, which may in turn help to find additional sites and better 
explain patterns of use. Several of the chapters show steps along this continuum and 
the continued attempts by archaeologists to find meaning in the landscape bodes 
well for anthropological maritime archaeology. 

Among the most theoretical of the contributors is Christer Westerdahl, whose 
work has inspired the majority of chapters in this book. His chapter also very honestly 
traces the development of the concept from a management to interpretative tool 
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over the past two decades. This development is not unilineal, with one approach 
replacing the next. A management approach is often interested in quantifying and 
synthesizing the sites within a given area, and this synthesis can lead to a discussion 
of process, which will eventually lead to an attempt at explanation and interpreta-
tion. Interpretations from a single region can be compared with interpretations of 
other times and places to conduct maritime ethnography. The resulting improved 
understanding of maritime culture can advance the management of maritime sites. 
These patterns reflect the diversity of approaches to archaeology in general and are 
evident here in the varying applications of the maritime cultural landscape concept. 
It is worth noting that the chapter by Joe Flatman, which engages one of the most 
current theoretical concerns, human agency in the archaeological record, was pre-
pared by an archaeologist also deeply involved in the management of maritime sites 

(Flatman 2009a). 
Whether they take a management, interpretative, or combined approach, the 

authors included here attempt to view the landscape holistically, including all avail-
able aspects of culture and environment to reconstruct the landscape and to chart 
landscape change. This practice mirrors the belief that anthropology is a holistic 
social science, taking into account all aspects of humanness. This is one of the 
strengths of the landscape approach and why the study of maritime landscapes has 
the ability to contribute to underwater archaeology, historical archaeology, and 

anthropology. 
It is my sincere hope that you will fully participate in reading these chapters; that 

they will inspire you to think about ways to approach the landscape, and that you will 
find ideas to challenge and ideas that challenge. As David Stewart notes in the Preface, 
we are still in the formative stages of studying maritime landscapes, and the methods, 
scope, and contributions of this field are yet to be fully determined. The surest way 
forward is through reasoned application of a landscape approach to a wide variety of 
maritime cultures, using multiple theoretical perspectives, and intelligent debate of the 
outcomes. The reader is encouraged to contribute to every part of this discussion. If we 
all put our shoulder to the wagon, it may result in a productive trip. 
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