The Lake Luokesas Project: the 2007 excavation season

Background: two late Bronze Age-Iron Age lacustrine settlements were discovered on Lake Luokesas (80 kilometres north-east of Vilnius), Lithuania in 2000. Site 1 is located on the north-eastern shore of the lake, whereas site 2 lies on the south-western shore (Fig. 1). Both sites were originally built on wooden stilts above the water between 50m (site 1) and 30m (site 2) from the lake shore. The archaeological remains lay now on the bottom of the lake at a depth of ca 2m, and they are covered by 20-50cm of lake marl. In addition to the exceptionally well-preserved large wooden platform with intact planks, beams and piles still in situ, the so-far-excavated areas have yielded various pieces of ceramic both of local and exotic origin, grindstones, stone axes, wooden spoons, flints, animal bones and large quantities of well-preserved food remains such as nuts, grains and berries. The site is of crucial importance not only for gaining a better understanding of prehistoric wetland settlements in Eastern Europe, but it will certainly shed some light on the beginning of agricultural development within Eastern European forestry environments.
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  Fig. 1. Pile dwelling location on Lake Luokesas
Research objectives:
The Luokesas project aims to fulfil the following objectives:
1)  Construction of the floating dendrochronology sequence of the Luokesas settlement occupation

a.
Wood determination

b.
C14 dating

c.
Wiggle-matching

2) Reconstruction of the Luokesas on-site environment to determine whether the settlement was built in the water or on land

a.
Pollen analyses

b.
Macro-botanical analyses

c. 
Macromorphology (thin-sections)

3)
Collection of a large and representative sample-set for the reconstruction of the plant and animal economy of the site - first preliminary investigations

4)   Collection of scientific samples from other priority sites (see below)

5)   Material culture typological analyses on LBA/IA wetland sites in the Baltic region

a. Pottery typology

b. Artefact typology
Final typological analyses of the well preserved wooden structures will help us address two further crucial issues: 1) was the village built on a communal platform? And 2) can we detect the presence of possible hierarchical structural division within the community? 

Strategy: The 2007 field season will consist of the excavation of the central area of site 1 (Fig. 2), the double-fenced village. Due to the complexity of the anthropogenic strata the research area will be limited to 32 square metres. A small test trench will also be excavated near the two palisades, in order to detect the extent of the cultural deposits.
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Fig. 2. Site 1 and the planned 2007 excavation area
Excavation techniques: The excavation will be entirely underwater. The team of underwater archaeologists will consist of 5-6 divers. In order to obtain a precise stratigraphy, a particular excavation technique called ‘Plexiglas-caisson’ (Fig. 3) will be used in some part of the excavated area. The lake sediments covering the wooden remains will be removed using a particular water pump placed on a floating platform. The lacustrine sediments will then be sieved on site and analysed in the laboratory later on. The exposed wooden structures will be documented in situ, before removing some of them for conservation. The various findings will be taken to the Lithuanian Heritage laboratory for post-excavation analyses. All the data collected will be part of an elaborated GIS system, which will allow us to carry out further investigations.
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Fig. 3. Plexiglas-caisson underwater excavation technique

Scientific analyses: a series of soil and lacustrine sediment samples will be collected during the excavation season. The samples will then be analysed using the various disciplines listed in table 1:

	Discipline
	Data to be collected
	Data Available

	Archaeobotany
(pollen, microremains)
	- 6 core samples from both sites [1&2] for pollen and plant macrofossil remains, 15 cm in diameter

- 30 bulk* [>3 litres] samples from each site (60 in total)
	- Three cores [ø 9cm, and 60cm long] of lake deposits. Two collected in site 1 [in the settlement], and one in site 2 [large platform]

- Various plants and fruit remains (coming from judgment samples)

	Archaeozoology
	- 30 bulk* samples [the same as above] for the analysis of small animal remains (bones, fish-scale etc.) from each settlement (60 in total)
- All osteological remains (large bones, hand-collected) found in the excavation
	- Medium size fragments of pig bones [ca. 5 pieces] found in site 1

	Geoarchaeology
	- 6 core samples from both sites [1&2] for micromorphology and thin-sections (the same as above, archaeobotany)
	- Three cores [ø 9cm, and 60cm long] of lake deposits. Two collected in site 1 [in the settlement], and one in site 2 [large platform]

	Dendrochronology
	- The collection of samples [slices] of all the available piles [ca 600], plus as many as possible samples of horizontal wooden structures
	- 35 samples [2-3 cm thick slices of wooden piles collected from both sites, 1 and 2]

	Archaeology
	- All the artefacts recovered from the excavation
	- Archaeological assemblage from previous excavations (a large number of artefacts and wooden structures)


Table 1. Data available, and to be collected at Luokesas lake-dwelling sites, according to the various disciplines

Duration: The total length of 2007 field season (without taking into account laboratory and computer analyses) will be of five weeks, between June and July (June 11th-July 14th).

Urgency of the project: The Luokesas sites are constantly under threat by both natural and cultural agencies. In fact, erosion and the rapid development of residential areas around the lake make the settlements vulnerable, thus jeopardizing their preservation. It is therefore crucial that we act fairly quickly in order for these precious remains not to be lost forever.
