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The archaeology of coastal landscapes and islands is a long-established focus of research,
but there has been a tendency to concentrate on the dry edges, the land, rather than on
what Braudel (1992: 65) referred to as the liquid plains of the sea. This could be seen as
viewing the sea from the land. There has also been a long tradition of recognizing the ways
in which seas connect different places and coastal zones. For example, the significance of
coastal navigation and contact has been an enduring theme in the archaeology of Atlantic
Europe (e.g. Bowen 1972; Cunliffe 2001) and Childe (1940: 6) recognized that the Irish
Sea between the islands of Britain and Ireland ‘is the natural centre of a province whose
several parts it unites rather than divides’. This emphasis on travel and contact can also be
seen in the traditional focus in maritime archaeology on ships (e.g. Ruppé and Barstad
2002). But in coastal areas the sea is not just the main means of contact between inhabited
places, it is central to the way of human life (e.g. Parker 2001; McErlean et al. 2002).
Jonathan Raban (1999), writing as he was sailing from Seattle to Juneau in Alaska along
the Inside Passage that separates Vancouver Island from mainland British Columbia,
made the point that people who inhabit the dry edges of a sea actually live across its fluid
surface.

Seeing and thinking of the sea as seascape – contoured, alive, rich in ecological diversity
and in cosmological and religious significance and ambiguity – provides a new perspective
on how people in coastal areas actively create their identities, sense of place and histories.
As an aside, it is interesting that the term has already gained a currency in wider public
discussion in a way that landscape perhaps has not. For example, the Irish national
broadcasting organization, RTE, has a weekly radio programme entitled 

 

Seascapes

 

, with
coverage of all aspects of the marine and coastal communities. The term also provides a
context within which to move beyond a preoccupation with subsistence and its associated
technology, which has dominated much of the discussion to date on the archaeology of
coastal areas. Several of the contributors to this volume make the crucially important
point that this technological, functionalist approach needs to be recognized as a particular
theoretical perspective, which may actually impede our understanding of the archaeology
of seascapes. People in traditional societies in coastal areas, on islands, as elsewhere,
would not have separated ritual and habitual actions. Hence it is important that we
approach the archaeological record in the same way.

This volume makes an important contribution to the archaeology of seascapes. While
the papers are varied in their theoretical perspectives, approach and subject matter, there
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are a number of recurring themes in them. The first of these is the dynamic, ever-changing
relationship between the land and the sea. Patterns of similarity in the lifestyles and
beliefs of people in different coastal environments are also a persistent underlying theme,
alongside the recognition that it is local knowledge and lived experience that lie at the
heart of the way in which people socialize seascapes. Part of this process of socialization is
the recognition and marking of the land and sea in ways that may leave material traces.
While these landmarks and seamarks may facilitate movement and the identification of
boundaries, they also involve the critical issue of the recognition of the spiritual power of
the sea, islands and coastal zones. Thinking about the prevalence of belief in the spiritual
and physical power of the sea also provides a better understanding of how ships and sea
travel, the acquisition of knowledge and material could be seen by people as floating in
symbolic counterpoint to the ship as a vehicle of death, taking the occupants to another
world. Finally in this overview we should note as a theme the way in which standard
archaeological methodologies and approaches, appreciating spatial and chronological
change, can both transform our knowledge of seascapes and allow us to integrate them
with the wider domain of the archaeologies of landscape.

Currents, winds, seabed topography, seasonal changes, the diurnal and monthly
rhythms of the tides combine to create a constantly varying world. Seasonal variations are
central to patterns of life in coastal areas (e.g. Robinson 1995: 184) and Carson (1951:
28–36) vividly described the visible changes in the colour and life of the sea with the
changing year. The daily ebb and flow of the tide is crucial to the understanding of the use
of inter-tidal areas, as indicated in the discussion by Aidan O’Sullivan (this volume) of
medieval fish traps in Britain and Ireland and the hypothesis put forward here by Ian
McNiven that stone arrangements made by Australian indigenous marine specialists high
in the inter-tidal zone are to do with the spiritual control of extreme tidal regimes. In
passing, the title of McNiven’s paper begins with the term that these people use to
describe themselves, ‘Saltwater People’. This might be useful to bear in mind as expressing
the centrality of the sea in the lives of people of the coast and islands. Analysis of
long-term patterns in relative sea levels since the last glaciation and how they impact on
the shape and extent of the coast in different areas of Newfoundland is at the heart of the
detailed discussion by Trevor Bell and Priscilla Renouf (this volume) of the pattern of
early human settlement of the island of Newfoundland. This paper clearly indicates the
need for awareness of such environmental changes if we are properly to understand the
pattern of settlement in coastal areas.

In relation to patterns of similarity in the lifestyles and beliefs of people in different
coastal environments, Chris Ballard, Richard Bradley, Lise Nordenborg Myrhe and
Meredith Wilson (this volume) argue that, traditionally, people in coastal areas shared
similar daily preoccupations and, through the process of ritualization (Bell 1992; Rappa-
port 1999), these preoccupations came to play a central role in cosmological and religious
beliefs and their material expression. How are we to approach such similarities without
falling into the trap of making ahistorical, generalist statements? In developing an archae-
ology of seascapes there is clearly merit in developing a comparative approach and
methodology for the examination and understanding of similar features in coastal zones.
For example, in this volume Ian McNiven suggests that there are four key issues (increase
or maintenance rites, hunting magic, control of the elements and mortuary rituals)
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addressed in the rituals carried out by maritime hunter-gatherers in northern Australia,
which might be of wider application in the interpretation of coastal ritual sites. Colin
Breen and Paul Lane, in considering approaches to seascapes in East Africa, argue that
we need to be more generally aware of the variation in the types of activity and communi-
cations/movement that characterize different zones from the coast out to the open sea.

On the other hand, it is clear that it was local knowledge and awareness of the
particularity of specific coastal areas and seascapes that created the rich archaeological
diversity reflected in the papers in this volume. The nature of the weather and the tide, for
instance, is very much a local matter, with potential for significant differences over a
restricted geographic distance. Local topography is very important in determining the
features of the tide. As one example of a human response Tomás Ó Criomthainn (1978:
97–8), writing about his life in the second half of the nineteenth and the first half of the
twentieth century, recalls in detail the knowledge of local sea conditions and lived experi-
ence that was required to hunt seals successfully in the caves of the Blasket Islands off the
south-west coast of Ireland. Only strong and experienced swimmers could undertake the
long swim into the caves and the risk was worthwhile only because of the prospect of a
successful seal hunt. In this volume, Ian Barber analyses the changing patterns of early
and later period Maori use of the sea and fish in the northern area of the South Island of
New Zealand. He addresses the question of whether these changes are best explained by
the application of foraging theory, as might be applied to any group of maritime-focused
foragers, or, are they to be meanfully interpreted in the context of the particular world-
view of the Maori? A key comment that Barber makes is that ritual and habitual action
were unified in Maori tradition and behaviour, emphasizing the importance of inter-
preting the archaeological record in the same way.

As in many other parts of the world, Maori communities marked out their fishing
grounds and this was done from the sea, using prominent landmarks. It is the visually
distinctive elements of the coastal topography, such as points or promontories and ridges
or hills, that are useful in this regard (Pocius 1991: 68). Not surprisingly, these are often
named and given ancestral significance and are used in defining and orally recounting
lineage histories and rights of ownership. This gives us a good sense of people being at
home on the sea and seeing it as a habitually used and important activity area. Tim Phillips
(this volume) provides an example of the value of seeing the archaeology of the land from
the sea. He shows how the siting of megaliths becomes more understandable when we
consider that on the Orkney islands off the north-east coast of Scotland megalithic
monuments of the Neolithic period appear to have been sited with the assumption that
they would be habitually seen from the sea. In an archipelago like Orkney the sea was the
axis of movement and an area of daily activity. By contrast, in Caithness on the adjacent
area of mainland Scotland the megaliths were located to be seen from the valleys.

The reality of the sea as a medium in a state of constant change must have been brought
home to people in coastal areas or on islands by the impact of the weather and sea
conditions on their ability to fish, hunt or travel or not. Allied to the fact that this fluid
world always had to be negotiated by people moving between coastal areas, it should not
be surprising that the sea would be perceived as having spiritual power. Teeming with fish
and marine life, capable of taking a human life with a sudden change in conditions and
viewed in a cosmic sense as the underworld (e.g. Bradley 2000: 12), the sea was both
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valued and feared, something to be utilized and respected. It is not surprising that, in
many traditional societies, the shore and more broadly the coastal zone, as the contact
zone between the sea and the land, is seen as a liminal zone, resource-rich but also
appropriate for the disposal of the dead (e.g. Pollard 1996; Scarre 2002a, 2002b), whose
spirit may live on in the sea or on an island. Islands in many societies are perceived as
having cosmological or religious significance, as a realm of the dead and the ancestors (e.g.
Weiner 1988: 53–4). Like caves, mountains, springs and rivers, islands are seen as liminal
but also as linking different worlds. They have a particular character as sacred, special
places because they are where the land, sea and sky conjoin (Helms 1988: 25) or, as
Steffler (2000: 76) graphically puts it, they are where ‘three of the world’s walls meet’. A
number of the papers in the volume make reference to the significance of islands as places
of burial and disposal of the dead. In the case of the late Maritime Archaic cemetery at
Port au Choix, Newfoundland, Trevor Bell and Priscilla Renouf’s detailed reconstruction
of the contemporary landscape demonstrates that it was on an island, with a settlement
site nearby on the mainland.

This association of the sea and islands with death leads on to Astrid Lindenlauf’s
contribution to the volume with its focus on the sea as a repository in which the ancient
Greeks deemed it appropriate in particular circumstances to place and dispose of a
range of valuable materials, as well as using the sea as a more general dumping ground.
The suitability of the sea as a place of no return seems to have been linked to an
appreciation of its power to bring death. It was this property of the sea that made it
appealing for people who wished to use it purposefully as a place from which things
could and would not return. Running through discussions about the connection of the
sea with death is the powerful metaphor of the boat, as discussed by Chris Ballard and
his colleagues in looking at the ship as a symbol in the prehistory of southern Scandi-
navia and south-east Asia. In Scandinavia itself there is strong evidence for a continuing
connection between boats and ships, the journey of the dead and death and the afterlife
from Mesolithic to Viking times (Crumlin-Pedersen and Thye 1995). Again this can be
linked back to the significance of boat journeys and seafaring in coastal areas. This is the
focus of Robert Van de Noort’s paper (this volume) in which he discusses the impact of
a new type of sea craft, the sewn-plank boat, in Britain around 2000 

 

BC

 

. He points to its
importance in trading networks and provision of access to material and knowledge from
outside Britain and suggests that the beginning and ending of sea journeys may have
been marked by ritual activity to ensure the success of the boat and its crew (see also
Lundberg 2003: 321–2).

Several contributors make reference to the emphasis there has been in maritime
archaeology on the study of ships and shipwrecks (e. g. Gould 2000; McGrail 1987, 2001;
Ruppé and Barstad 2002). While this is an important area of archaeological research,
Colin Breen and Paul Lane (this volume) point out the dangers of focusing on the
archaeology of ships without considering their wider social context. Looking at the East
African coast and its complex history, they argue that, both from a theoretical perspective
and taking into account the methodologies that are feasible with local resources, what is
required is a research strategy that focuses on the archaeology of the sub-tidal and
inter-tidal zones. The advantage of this approach is that it focuses on using standard,
widely used archaeological methods of compiling and analysing data which can be
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complemented by marine geophysical and underwater surveys as appropriate.
Realistically, this kind of approach is more likely to be of widespread application than one
focused on the application of expensive technology. It is also the approach that will, as
Robert Van de Noort puts it, allow us more fully to see how people in the past actively
engaged with the sea and the changing patterns of that engagement over time. Breen and
Lane, in their exploration of the changing seascapes of the East African coast, indicate
just how complex human use of the sea and the coastal zone can be when there are local
and colonizing societies operating side by side. They emphasize that there was also a
considerable degree of continuity over time. In a very different context this is also a point
made by Aidan O’Sullivan in discussing medieval fish weirs of Britain and Ireland. Here
there is evidence for considerable continuity of form and location in the fish weirs, in some
cases spanning several hundred years, despite significant local social changes. But
O’Sullivan also focuses on the use of memory and local knowledge as people bring back
into play what may have been quite ancient fishing structures as a way of building and
maintaining social identities in estuarine areas.

In conclusion, the papers in this volume indicate the great potential that there is in the
archaeology of seascapes. Because of the relatively recent realization of the presence and
significance of archaeological features in coastal zones much work still remains to be
done. Many low-lying coastal areas are currently under threat from rising sea levels. There
are also significant impacts posed by coastal development. Inevitably much of the modern
development or re-development of coastal areas is focused where there have been long
histories of human activity, leading to the loss of local knowledge and understandings that
are celebrated here (e.g. Griffith 1999). In that context, the volume is a timely reminder of
the significance of the archaeology of ‘saltwater people’ across the world.
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