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Introduction
The focus of this article is a maritime 
archaeology project between Swe-
den and Georgia that began in 2009. 
The project is funded by the Swedish 
Institute (SI) in Stockholm, Sweden. 
The two universities involved in the 
project are Södertörn University, 
Stockholm, from the Swedish side 
and Ilia State University, Tbilisi, from 
the Georgian side. 

The beginning
The project started in 2009 when 
a group of students from Ilia State 
University came to Sweden with their 
professor, Zurab Tskvitinidze, who 
at that time was the project’s contact 
person from the Georgian side; the 
counterpart in Sweden was and still is 
Dr. Ulrica Söderlind.

The Georgian participants arrived 
in early May of 2009. Their main goal 
was to take diving courses in Sweden 
within the PADI-system. For the 
future of the project, it was important 
for the students to learn to dive in 
cold and dark waters in dry suits. If 
one can do that, one can dive any-
where in the world, something that 
one cannot do if he or she learned to 
dive in warm, clear waters with very 
good visibility and in wetsuits.
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The diving courses took place 
at the diving centre Dykhuset in 
Stockholm with Roger Hovind as the 
instructor. The Georgian students 
were in for a shock since the water 
was only +3°C. Learning to dive 
under such circumstances is not easy. 
Within a time period of two weeks 
the students managed to pass the first 
two courses in the PADI-system and 
got certified as Open Water Divers 
(OWD) and Advanced Open Water 
Divers (AOWD). With an OWD cer-
tificate the diver is allowed to dive to 
a maximum depth of 18 metres and 
with an AOWD certificate, to deep 
dive below 18 metres. 

The students also took part in 
excursions arranged by the professor 
in Maritime Archaeology, Professor 
Johan Rönnby, at Södertörn University, 
Stockholm. One of the excursions was 
to the island of Landsort in the Stock-
holm archipelago. The island is very 
remote and has many archaeological 
remains from different periods. Profes-
sor Rönnby took the group along with 
his students in maritime archaeology 
for a tour around the island. 

The group also spent a day in the 
company of Professor Rönnby and his 
students on the island of Birka where 
the students were mapping out the 

underwater bed. Established around 
AD 700, Birka was an important trad-
ing town during the Viking era, losing 
its importance first in the 10th century 
when the city of Sigtuna was founded 
and became the new important 
trading centre. Sigtuna is also consid-
ered to be the first Christian city in 
Sweden. The remains of Viking Age 
Birka have been excavated several 
times since the 19th century. Most of 
the excavations have been carried out 
on land, and mainly by the Depart-
ment of Archaeology at Stockholm 
University. Very little underwater 
archaeology has been done, so a lot of 
questions still remain to be answered. 
Birka became a UNESCO World 
Heritage in 1993 (http://www.raa.se/
cms/extern/se_och_besoka/birka/
birka.html)

Apart from these activities the 
group also visited the Vasa Museum 
in Stockholm and was given a private 
tour of the museum and its storerooms 
by the head of research, Dr Fred Hock-
er. The Vasa is a naval vessel from the 
17th century which sank on her maiden 
voyage in 1628. The reason why she 
sank is still very unclear. The Vasa was 
rediscovered by Mr Anders Franzén 
in 1956 but the ship did not rise from 
the depths until April 24, 1961. The 
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discovery and salvage of the ship make 
her the only known, intact 17th-century 
warship in the world. Since the Vasa 
sank on her maiden voyage in Stock-
holm’s Ström, the ship had not as yet 
been fully provisioned, and had only 
about 150 persons aboard. The major 
part of the provisions and the rest of 
the soldiers and crew were to be taken 
aboard at Älvsnabben. Even if the Vasa 
never had a chance to make history in 
her own time, today she is very impor-
tant for maritime archaeologist all over 
the world.

Since the preservation conditions 
for organic material are very good in 
the cold, dark waters of the Baltic, the 
Vasa is very well preserved not only as 
a whole ship but also for the personal 
belongings of the 150 persons already 
aboard. The group got good insight 
into the different kinds of organic ma-
terials that had been preserved, some 
of which are on display in the exhibi-

tion, some kept in the storerooms of 
the museum. Among other things the 
group was given the opportunity to 
smell rum from the 17th century. Dr 
Hocker also talked about the difficul-
ties and challenges the researchers 
and staff at the museum face in order 
to preserve the ship and other organic 
materials for the future. 

Later the same year, in Septem-
ber 2009, the Swedish part of the 
group arrived in Georgia, going to 
Ilia State University’s base camp in 
Grigoleti on the Black Sea along 
with the Georgian participants. The 
main objective of the stay was for the 
students to learn scientific methods 
in underwater archaeological and to 
become more skilled in diving. Here 
it is important to stress that diving 
for a maritime archaeologist is a tool 
for getting the work done. Basically 
the methods used for underwater 
documentation of a site are the same 

as those used on land; however, if the 
site is a shipwreck the methods have 
to be adjusted to the nature of the 
site. Working scientifically underwater 
also requires a lot more of the archae-
ologist than working on land. The 
archaeologist needs to be in control 
of her/his buoyancy, know where his 
or her diving buddy is, keep track of 
where the rest of the group is, and 
keep control of the air supply and 
the bottom time. In addition to that, 
he or she needs to keep an eye on all 
the equipment, so it does not get lost. 
All this takes a lot of experience and 
the best way to get it is to be given 
the chances to practice, practice and 
practice some more. 

The students were given tasks first 
on land so that in a later phase they 
take them tasks under water and repeat 
them in the same way: for example, 
drawing profiles and plans in differ-
ent kind of scales on millimetre paper. 
The plans were divided into sections 
and put together when every item was 
drawn. The drawings were then trans-
ferred to transparent millimetre paper. 
One thing that the students found 
difficult was practicing not talking to 
each other while working on land, 
since it is not possible to speak to each 
other while working underwater.

The continuation in 2010
The group was very lucky since they 
received an invitation from Mr James 
Delgado, who at the time was the 
president for the Institute of Nauti-
cal Archaeology in the United States 
to visit the laboratory in Bodrum, 
Turkey. The laboratory in Bodrum is 
considered to be one of the leading 
laboratories world-wide in conserva-
tion of water-soaked artefacts and 
material.  Part of the group spent 

Fig. 1. A replica of a Viking age ship at Birka, Sweden. (Photo by the author)
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three weeks at the laboratory in the 
beginning of 2010. 

Under the supervision of the head 
of conservation, Mrs Kimberly Rash, 
the group members were taught the 
basic methods for conservation of 
wood, iron, marble and ceramics. 
Conserving water-soaked material is 
very different from the conservation 
of artefacts that have been excavated 
from the earth. The main interest of 
the group was the conservation of 
iron, even if working on ceramics was 
also highly appreciated. The group 
was given the opportunity to work on 
material from the Aegean Bronze Age, 
the Roman Imperial period and the 
Byzantine era. Visiting the Bodrum 
Museum of Underwater Archaeol-
ogy and having a chance to see the 
exhibitions along with the practical 
work on material from different peri-
ods gave the students an insight into 
one of the most significant features 
of maritime archaeology, namely, the 
fact that maritime archaeology is not 
locked into one certain time period or 
geographical area. The sites (in this 
case sunken ships) decide the time 
period for you. This fact also requires 
a lot from the scientist/researcher 
since he/she needs to be very open-
minded when working and let the 
material lead him where it wants to 
go. This also requires the scientist/re-
searcher to read a lot about the mate-
rial culture of different periods.  There 
is a library located in the laboratory 
with 7,500 volumes currently, provid-
ing a good possibility for study.

For six weeks starting in early May 
2010, the Georgian students came 
back to Sweden in order to continue 
different aspects of their education. 
One task was to take part in creating 
an underwater park at Axmar Bruk, 

Gävleborg county, in co-operation 
with the Länsmuseet Gävleborg 
Museum. 

It was very important for the 
students to take part in this kind of 
work since it is useful for them to 
see that maritime archaeologists do 
not only excavate but also work with 
preserving the cultural heritage under 
water for any non-specialist/lay divers 
interested. The park will consist of 
several signs telling the diver what 
she/he sees under water. At Axmar 
Bruk there are remains from a wreck 
that is dated to the 16th century AD 
and remains from the production of 
iron from different time periods. 

Another part of the group’s activi-
ties took place in Mariehamn on the 
island of Åland in the Baltic Sea. The 
group members worked with docu-
mentation of artefacts from Rödhamn, 
which had been excavated earlier 
during the field seasons 2005–2007, 

directed by the present author. The 
site is complex and is located on two 
islands close to each other in the outer 
archipelago of the Åland Islands. A 
sailing route passing the islands has 
been known since the Middle Ages: 
most likely, the route is older than that 
due to the islands’ geographical loca-
tion. The site itself consists of several 
buildings where the main buildings 
had served as inns. The artefacts from 
the site are all related to the activities 
from the inns. The group members 
also got certified as High Altitude 
Divers and medical first aid responders 
according to the regulations within the 
PADI-system with Mr Roger Hovind 
as the instructor.

The Swedish participants went 
back to Georgia in September–Octo-
ber the same year, this time to the 
mountain areas of Racha and stayed 
in the village of Ukeshi with the rest 
of the group.  The main goal for the 

Fig. 2. One of the Georgian students and the Finnish maritime archaeologist 
Harry Alopeaus on their way to a wreck site at Axmar. (Photo by the author)
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students in the group was to learn un-
derwater archaeological documenta-
tion methods such as location, draw-
ing, etc. The location that was chosen 
was the Shaori Lake/Reservoir that is 
located approximately 1200 m above 
sea level: the special demands for high 
altitude diving had to be taken into 
account. During the Soviet era a water 
plant was built at the lake/reservoir. 
Since it was late in the year the group 
faced the problem of unstable weather 
with a lot of heavy rain. Heavy rain 
in that part of the country means that 
the risk for electrical storms is great, 
which in turn means that dives must 
be curtailed. 

The present
Within the framework of the project 
the Swedish participants returned to 
Georgia in late June 2011 in order to 
continue collaboration with the Geor-
gian part at the Shaori Lake/Reser-
voir but also to finalise the last steps 
in creating a new centre for maritime 
archaeology at Ilia State University. 

The whole group went back to 
Sweden in the middle of August and 
visited different archaeological sites 
in maritime settings, beginning in the 
northern part of the country in the 
county of Ångermanland and work-
ing its way down through the country 
with visits at Gotland, Öland, Kalmar, 
Gothenburg and Strömstad. The 
group also underwent a Night Diving 
Course within the PADI-system.

As the students were soon to dis-
cover, the archaeology differed a lot 
in the northern part of Sweden from 
the archaeology on the west coast 
and in the southern part of Sweden. 
It is important to understand the 
diversity in the material remains and 
culture of a country reflecting differ-

ent groups of people from the past.
During 2011 the project was given 

permission from Ilia State University 
to create a maritime archaeology 
centre, the first one in the country, to 
be called “The Centre of Maritime 
Archaeology” (COMA). The first 
academic courses will begin in the 
Autumn term of 2011. The courses 
will be given within the framework 
of the area of archaeology and follow 
the education model at Södertörn 
University, Sweden. 

The future and long-time goals
The Centre will publish a newsletter 
about its activities once a year (COMA 
NEWS) and the first issue is scheduled 
to be released in the beginning of 2012. 
As the students commence writing 
their own scientific articles within the 
framework of the courses, the articles 
will be published in the newsletter after 
having been reviewed.

One main, long-time goal for the 
Centre is to establish two bases in 
Georgia for the practical part of the 
studies for the students. The loca-
tion of one of the bases will be in 
Racha. Since there are remains from 
a water plant there dating to the 
Soviet period, one of the goals is also 
to introduce industrial archaeology 
in the country. The cultural heritage 
from the industrial age has not been 
studied so far by archaeologists in 
Georgia, especially the remains from 
the Soviet period. Even if it is a sensi-
tive political period, it is important 
that the remains are taken care of 
correctly, in a proper  archaeological 
manner. The surveys and investiga-
tions now taking place by COMA 
will lay the foundation for industrial 
archaeology in Georgia.

The other base will be at Tsikhis-

dziri Petra tshke. The site is a fort 
that dates to approximately AD 600 
and some excavation and investiga-
tions have been carried out in the 
fort; however the fort is not wholly 
excavated. The Byzantine Emperor 
Justinian founded a city at the site due 
to its strategic location. The site was 
also an important place for trade, with 
merchants travelling both on the wa-
terways and by land. The route linked 
the western part of Georgia with the 
other Byzantine provinces as well as 
with Iran and Armenia. That made 
the location highly interesting from a 
trading point of view.

Just outside the fort is the shore 
line of the Black Sea. No surveys or 
excavations have been made under 
the water surface. After talking to 
local fishermen we have indications 
that there may be foundations under-
water which the nets get caught in. 
The fishermen have also made stray 
finds of coins and amphorae. All this 
indicates that the sea floor is highly 
relevant from a maritime archaeologi-
cal point of view. It will be very inter-
esting to see what our investigation/
excavation will bring to light from the 
underwater site.

Another long time goal is for 
the Centre to arrange for a PADI-
instructor to come to Georgia in 
order to teach new students of 
maritime archaeology how to dive 
within the PADI-system for a low fee.  
The Centre will be hosting the first 
international conference in maritime 
archaeology in Georgia early in 2013.

We hope that this project will lay 
the first solid foundation stones for a 
long-lasting and flourishing co-opera-
tion between Sweden and Georgia in 
the field of archaeology and maritime 
archaeology.


