Chapter 5

Reading, Understanding
and Explaining:
Landscape as Information

Learning to understand the past

This book amply demonstrates the
complexity of landscape, and how its
diversity and detail comprise interweaving
traces of past activity and time-depth. We
have seen how features of different ages lie
jumbled together in the modern landscape —
the various phases of dikes that cross
Dithmarschen dating from prehistory to
modern times, and how the high—backed
long—acres of Funen overlay Iron Age
settlement. We've also seen how survival is
rarely complete with early traces partially
removed by later phases and existing in a
disjointed form, such as the patches of Iron
Age field systems in north Lancashire lying
inside 18th and 19th century fields.

The question that we must ask now is
how do we begin to unravel these traces
and explain the processes that have created
the modern landscape? Our stories have all
shown in one way or another how we know
about the past and how we recognise and
understand its echoes in the world around
us. This chapter takes a more focused look

at this issue. It turns our attention to the
various methods of understanding and
discovery that archaeologists and others
employ, and looks at how this information
can be transferred into methods of teaching
and explaining.

Archaeology can provide a structured
approach to the landscape, and there are
numerous sophisticated techniques that are
used in both excavation and in non-
destructive methods. It is important to
remember, however, that archaeology on its
own cannot answer all of the questions that
there are about the landscape — to do this
requires an holistic approach that works
across many disciplines.

This chapter looks at the early origins of
excavation and antiquarianism, driven by the
desire to know about the past. We will then
look at more modern archaeological field
techniques, many of which have been used
by the European Pathways to the Cultural
Landscape (EPCL) project partners with
great success, and the stories presented here
will give examples of how these methods
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an area of post-medieval
enclosure, North Lancashire
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Bronze Age mounds are a

common sight on the horizon
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in Bjdre

Excavation of a Bronze Age
mound in Bjdre

The significance of the mounds has
changed over time. The original builders may
not have envisaged their later reuse by
successive generations, or have had any
anticipation of their later proliferation across
the landscape of the peninsula over a
considerable period of time. Meaning has
been added to meaning to create what we
today can perceive and interpret. For
example, in the | 9th century there was a
large reorganisation and subdivision of
farmland in Sweden. The surveyors used
many of the mounds as landmarks when
making the new divisions, ensuring that the
prehistoric significance of the landscape was
still present when creating today’s modern
agricultural landscape.

Recently, archaeologists have begun to
see the burial mounds not only as artefacts
placed in the landscape, but also as sources
for collecting further information about the
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cultural landscape. In the Bjdre project, a
great amount of energy has been put into
getting information from pollen in the buried
layers of soil underneath mounds as well as
from the present vegetation covering their
surfaces.

Pollen analysis has been made on soil
samples from both the former ground level
and from the fill of the mounds. Pollen from
surrounding vegetation is constantly being
absorbed into the turf, which means that in
buried layers of turf we can find grains of
pollen and in different environments they
have different levels of preservation. Each
plant species produces pollen with a unique
appearance which can be identified through
a microscope, and by distinguishing and
counting the surviving pollen-grains from
former turf layers within the mounds we are
able to see what plants once grew within the
cultural landscape. Pollen samples taken
from a mound's surface today can also give
us a picture of what has been growing on
and around the mound in recent times. In
this way we are able to recreate the local
cultural landscape in which these investigated
burial mounds were erected. The samples
are still being analysed but preliminary results
show that the Bronze Age landscape seems
to be have been an open one where grazing-
land was an important feature. Some
variation between different locations is
expected, and thanks to these analyses we
hopefully will be able to understand how the
cultural landscape was organised in a smaller
scale, and not only in general terms.

Even the grass and herbs growing on the
burial mounds today have certain stories to
tell about their history, based on the
assumption that the mounds are places with













































