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abstract 
This paper presents some of the personal reflections of an archaeologist who studied soil sciences at Ghent University 
in the 1980s. The paper focuses on how soil science, amongst other sciences, gradually found its place in archaeological 
practice in Flanders, in part thanks to opportunities and activities at Ghent University between 1984 and 2005. Nowadays, 
the curricula/ educational programmes of the universities in Flanders do not at all stimulate the interaction between soil 
sciences and archaeology. This feels like a setback, back to the pre-1984 era, which is unfortunate, as earth scientists familiar 
with archaeology are needed more than ever for archaeological fieldwork in 21st century Flanders.
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1.  Introduction

This short paper presents some of the personal reflec-
tions of an archaeologist who studied soil sciences in the 
eighties of the previous century. It describes how soil sci-
ence gradually found its place in archaeological studies in 
Flanders. Ghent University and especially Prof. R. Langohr 
had a key role in this evolution over the period 1980-2005. 
The personal reflections are, where possible, supported by 
published information, which is listed in the bibliography. 
It is clear that the curricula of the universities in Flanders 
play an important part in the discussion of this evolution. 
Finally, the paper refers to ‘a soil science or pedological 
approach’ sensu stricto and consequently does not in-
clude a geological nor a geomorphological approach.

Archaeologists and soil scientists both study the 
upper part of the earth’s crust. Generally speaking, ar-
chaeologists generally look for information about past 
human behaviour and its relation with the natural envi-
ronment archived on and in the soil. Soil scientists study 
soils more holistically to understand their genesis, evolu-
tion, distribution, properties and qualities, how to manage 
soils sustainably and beneficially and finally, improve them. 
Human activity is more and more often considered  to be 
an important soil forming factor by soil scientists (Dudal, 
2004). Archaeologists spend a tremendous amount of 
their research time digging into soils to obtain the infor-
mation they are looking for. Thus, as both soil scientists as 
well as archaeologists have the soil as a primary research 
object, one would expect both fields of study to have 
some parts of their curriculum in common. A quick look at 
the present-day archaeology and soil science programmes 
of  universities in Flanders (Leuven, Ghent and Brussels) 
shows that this is not the case. At best, the archaeol-
ogy programmes offer an introduction to soil sciences. 
Additionally, the soil science programme jointly organized 
by Ghent University and the Free University of Brussels 
called ‘Master of Science in Physical Land Resources (Soil 
Science)’ is not open for students with a bachelor’s degree 
in archaeology (studiekiezer.ugent.be, consulted June 
2019). This situation is at odds with the growing demand 
from the archaeological sector in Flanders for experts in 
earth sciences, especially since the introduction of the 
new archaeological legislation in June 2016. The fact that 
the above-mentioned master’s programme in soil sciences 
is not open for students with a degree in archaeology  is 
comparable to a similar situation in Flanders 35 years ago.

2.  Soil Science and archaeology at  
 Ghent University 1963/1983-1984

After following the optional ‘Introduction to soil science’ 
course for archaeology and history students at Ghent 
University, lectured by the late professor R. Tavernier in 
1982-1983, I became strongly interested in this field and de-
cided to continue with soil science studies from 1984-1985 
onwards. At the time, a post-graduate master course in soil 
science was organised at Ghent University. Unfortunately, 
this 2-year course only admitted geologists, geographers, 
agronomists, botanists, … and not archaeologists or histo-
rians from the humanities department. 

Thus, in 1983, I contacted Professor R. Tavernier, 
director of The International Training Centre (ITC) for 
Post-Graduate Soil Scientists (Van Ranst and Stoops, 
2013), hoping to find a way to overcome the diploma issue. 
Prof. Tavernier was thoroughly convinced of the need 
for archaeologists to possess more than just notions of 
soil science and completely agreed that it was very use-
ful for archaeologists to be able to study soil science as 
well. He promised to do everything he could to officially 
allow students with a degree in archaeology to enrol in the 
‘Licentiate degree in Soil Science’ at the ITC, which he had 
founded 20 years earlier. Negotiations lasted nearly a year 
as Prof. Tavernier had to convince his colleagues to open 
up the degree to archaeologists in a time in which only a 
few shared his views on the topic.  On the 10th of October 
1984, just in time for me personally, I received a letter 
from the rector of Ghent University stating that the di-
ploma requirement was withdrawn, thus allowing me (and 
other archaeologists) to start the studies in soil science. 
In the meantime (1983-1984), I had followed a preparatory 
course in chemistry, as suggested by Prof. Tavernier.  

The presence of Prof. Tavernier in his function as 
director at the ITC in 1983-1984 was a first important 
element for archaeologists who wanted to become more 
knowledgeable in soil sciences in Flanders. 

A second important element for archaeology and 
soil science in Flanders was the presence of Professor R. 
Langohr at the ITC at the same time. From the early 1980s 
onwards, Prof. Langohr developed a growing interest in ar-
chaeopedology and geopedology (Ampe, 2006). Students 
interested in archaeology and palaeoenvironment recon-
struction were given the opportunity to do archaeo- and/
or geopedological research for their master’s dissertation 
in soil science. For me personally, this meant that I started 
preparing my master’s dissertation in soil science right 
from the start of the 2-year cycle in October 1984, under 
the supervision of Prof. Langohr. As an archaeologist in-
terested in studying soil sciences applied to archaeology, I 
could not ask for more.

Because of my combined qualifications in archaeology 
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the opportunity to learn to read the “Book of Nature” 
under the supervision of Prof. Langohr. 

In addition to the above listed master and Ph.D. dis-
sertations, the archaeo- and geopedological research co-
ordinated at the ITC also resulted in a wealth of research 
papers in scientific journals and chapters in books. An ex-
haustive overview of these types of research activities per-
formed on archaeological sites in Flanders, similar to the 
overview made in 1990 for the province of East-Flanders 
(Pieters, 1990), is out of scope for this contribution. This 
overview is currently being prepared at the Flanders 
Heritage Agency as a chapter for the second generation 
of the Research Balance Archaeology (onderzoeksbalans.
onroerenderfgoed.be) (Pieters et al., in preparation).

The archaeo- and geopedological work at ITC also 
had an impact on archaeological practices and research 
far beyond Flanders and Belgium, as illustrated by the 
master and Ph.D. dissertations below (Table 2).

The screening of 25 volumes (1990-2014) of ‘Pedon’ 
made it painfully clear that after 2005 no more disserta-
tions (master or Ph.D.) in Physical Land Resources (Option 
Soil Science) with an archaeo- and geopedological subject 
are mentioned in the published lists of graduates. This 

and soil science, I was hired as a soil scientist for the ar-
chaeological excavations at the site of the Louvre museum 
(1989-1991) (Van Ossel and Pieters, 1998) in Paris (France), 
where someone with these qualifications was required. 
Apparently in France, the combination of soil science and 
archaeology was also not readily available at the time.

3.  Soil science and archaeology at 
 Ghent University 1985-2005 and after

The combination of the possibility to officially take the 
courses in soil science (the Licenciate degree of 2 years as 
well as the advanced studies of 1 year) and the presence 
of Prof. Langohr, strongly interested in the connection be-
tween soil science and archaeology, attracted many local 
and international archaeologists and earth scientists inter-
ested in archaeology, mainly in the period of 1984-2005, 
. This is reflected in the number of master and Ph.D. dis-
sertations during this period, focusing on soil science in 
archaeology/palaeo-environment reconstruction (Table 
1), and also in numerous scientific articles published by fel-
lows from all over Europe who, for various periods, had 

 

Master theses   
Farah O. M. 1985 Study and survey of particular soil characteristics in relation to the archaeological 

site of Kerkhove, North-western limit of the Belgian Loess Belt 
Pieters M. 1986 Ontwikkeling en Toepassing van Bodemprospektietechnieken voor 

archeologische sites van de Belgische Zand- en Leemstreek 
Mees F. 1989 Base Maps and Soil Survey of Undisturbed Iron Industry Sites in the Zonien Forest 

(Loess Belt, Belgium) 
Vandeweghe F. 1989 Soil Variability at the Archaeological Sites of Aubechies (Loess Belt) and Adegem 

(Coversand Belt, Belgium) 
Mestdagh H. 1990 Introduction to the micromorphological study of mortar-, plaster- and pavement 

fragments in the civitas Menapiorum 
Fechner K. 1991 Soil characteristics due to water in archaeological contexts in the sandy to sandy 

loam area of Northern Belgium. A contribution to paleoenvironment 
reconstruction 

Becze-Deák J. 1993 Geo-pedological study of selected profiles along the gas pipeline through the 
Polder and Coversand areas of East and West Flanders (Belgium) 

Louwagie G. 1996 Geo- and archaeopedological study of the ‘Old Colluvium’ on the sites of Chièvres 
and Taintignies (Province of Henegouwen, Belgium) 
 

Fockedey L. 2003 Soilscape and Landuse Evolution in Maldegem-Adegem (East-Flanders): 
Reconstruction Based on Historical-Geographical and Archaeological data using 
GIS 

PhD Thesis   
Louwagie G. 2004 Palaeo-environment reconstruction and evaluation based on land characteristics 

on archaeological sites. Case study I: Verrebroek “Dok” and Doel “Deurganckdok” 
(Belgium, Province of East-Flanders). Case study II: Easter Island (Chile) 

 

Table 1 Master dissertations and Ph.D. theses at Ghent University on soil science for archaeology/paleo-environment recon-
struction performed on archaeological sites or finds from archaeological sites in Belgium

ARCHAEOLOGY AND SOIL SCIENCE IN FLANDERS

Sources: i. Pedon (25 volumes, 1990-2014); the Newsletter for alumni and staff from the International Training Centre for 
Post-Graduate Soil Scientists, yearly overview of the master- and PhD-theses at the International Centre for Eremology and 
the International Centre for Physical Land Resources and ii. personal information
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possibly suggests that no soil scientists with experience 
in archaeo- and geopedology have graduated from Ghent 
University after 2005. This is regrettable, as the archaeo-
logical sector, and thus also the need for archaeopedolo-
gists, in Flanders has started to expand and evolve quickly 
from 2004/2005 onwards.

4.  The expansion of the archaeological 
 sector in Flanders from 2004/2005
 onwards and the growing need for 
 earth scientists

The expansion of the archaeological sector in Flanders 
from 2004/2005 onwards is mainly the result of the grad-
ual implementation in Flanders of the so-called ‘the-pol-
luter-pays-principle’ according to the treaty of La Valletta/
Malta (1992) (www.coe.int).

The implementation process of the La Valletta 
treaty started in Flanders in 1993 with the commissioning 
of the Archaeology Decree. This decree, in over 20 years 
of existence, allowed for several changes to systematically 
improve the degree of implementation of the treaty of 
La Valletta in Flemish law. The Archaeology Decree was 
eventually incorporated into the ‘Immovable Heritage  
Decree (Onroerenderfgoeddecreet)’ in 2013. But, as this 
new decree only became fully effective concerning archae-
ology in June 2016 (codex.vlaanderen.be), the Archaeology  
Decree of 1993 stayed in force until that date. The new 
legislation for archaeology was accompanied by a ‘Code of 
good practice for conducting and reporting on archaeo-
logical research and metal detection (CGP)’. This code re-
placed the ‘Minimal requirements for the registration and 
documentation of intrusive archaeological research and 
the way of reporting’ in use from 01/11/2011 until 31/03/2016 
(https://codex.vlaanderen.be).

A very important step in this historical process of 
implementation was the creation in 2004 of a unit of 

archaeologists devoted exclusively to the management 
and protection of the archaeological heritage in Flanders 
(Meylemans and Vanderbeken, 2008). The creation of this 
unit in the Flemish administration combined with the im-
provements to the archaeology decree stimulated the ar-
chaeological sector to expand from the above-mentioned 
years onwards.

Over the timespan of 1993 to 2016, Flanders moved 
from a government-dominated (regional as well as local) 
archaeology to an archaeological sector predominantly 
consisting of private companies. One of the consequences 
of the expansion of the archaeological sector and the 
growth of the number of excavations is the increasing 
need for experts in earth sciences devoted to archaeologi-
cal problems.

The need for and the lack of available earth scien-
tists able to perform relevant fieldwork and earth science 
research in an archaeological context in Flanders is clearly 
illustrated in the evolution of the consecutive versions of 
the ‘Code of good practice for conducting and reporting 
on archaeological research and metal detection (CGP)’. 
The first version of this code, published at the end of 2015 
by the Flanders Heritage Agency and to be used from the 
1st of April 2016 onwards, reserved earth science-related 
activities, such as soil profile descriptions, exclusively 
for earth scientists. By the second version of the code, 
the Agency introduced the role of the so-called ‘assis-
tant-earth scientist’ (Ribbens, 2018, 14), mainly to reduce 
the research assigned to earth scientists to those which 
truly require the expertise of an earth scientist. Less com-
plicated aspects of the earth sciences could be handled 
by an ‘assistant-earth scientist’, which can be an archaeol-
ogist with a lot of fieldwork experience. This change was 
partly inspired by the lack of earth scientists available on 
the job market to carry out the CGP required research 
activities.

To obtain some quantitative information on the 
relationship between soil science and archaeology in 

 

 

Master Theses   
Fulatjar E. 1993 Impact of human activity on the development of chernozems in the Loess 

hilly Land north-east of Risnovce (Nitra Department, Slovakia) 
Buysschaert X. J. G. C. 1995 Study of the Eemian Soil Complex at the archaeological site of Tönchesberg 

II (Eifel-Germany) 
PhD Theses   
Becze-Deák J. 1997 Study of secondary CaCO3 in the frame of geopedological research and 

reconstruction of the environment evolution of the last interglacial-early 
glacial sequence at the Wallertheim site (Rheinhessen-Germany) 

Mestdagh H. 2005 Environmental reconstruction of the Last Interglacial and early Glacial 
based on soil characteristics of Pedocomplexes on loess at selected sites 
from Atlantic Coast to Central Asia 

 

Table 2 Master dissertations and Ph.D. theses at Ghent University on soil science for archaeology/paleo-environment  
reconstruction performed on archaeological sites abroad

Sources: cfr. Table 1.
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Flanders the Open Access Repository (OAR) published by 
the Flanders Heritage Agency is an important source of in-
formation. From 2004 onwards, private companies active 
in the archaeological sector have realised many archaeo-
logical research projects (prospection trench diggings as 
well as full-scale excavations). 3718 reports from these 
projects realised according to the ‘Archaeology Decree of 
1993’ were recently published online through the OAR of 
the Flanders Heritage Agency (consulted on July 12, 2019). 
This is a very valuable source of information and can help 
gain  insight in the relationship between soil science and 
archaeology in Flanders. A first observation is that of the 
3718 reports, only 8 mention the word ‘pedological’ (in 
Dutch: ‘bodemkundig’) in the title, about 0.2 % of the re-
ports. More positive is that at least 140 reports have an 
earth scientist devoted to archaeology as a co-author, 
about 4 % of the published reports. This figure is still rather 
low and clearly too low for tackling all the earth science 
related problems, probably mainly due to the above-men-
tioned shortage of available experts. The reports with an 
earth scientist as a co-author (Table 3) occur from 2010 
onwards and  in general show an increase until 2015. The 
decreasing trend after 2015 can be explained by the new 
legislation, the ‘Immovable Heritage Decree’ (2015), which 
fully became functional for archaeology on the first of 
July 2016 and which significantly changed the reporting 
modalities for archaeologists. Reports realised according 
to the Archaeology Decree of 1993 will gradually fade out 
over the coming years. The observed decreasing number 
of reports with an earth scientist as a co-author is thus a 
‘legal artefact’ and does not indicate a lesser involvement 
of earth scientists in archaeological excavations.

The publication of the ‘Code of good practice for 
conducting and reporting on archaeological research and 
metal detection (CGP)’ coincided more or less with the 
introduction of the new archaeological legislation and re-
placed the formerly used ‘minimal requirements’ (codex.
vlaanderen.be). The change from ‘minimal requirements’, 
in use from 01/11/2011 until 31/03/2016, to a ‘Code of good 
practice’ introduced new specifications to earth science 
related research. As noted before, after a while these 
specifications had to be adapted to the introduction of an 
‘assistant-earth scientist’ as a result of the lack of earth 
scientists available to do the work (cfr. supra).

One would expect that from the 1st of April 2016 
earth scientists became more frequently involved in ex-
cavations (full-scale or trial trenching), as the code of 
practice is more demanding in this respect than the  
‘minimal requirements’ that didn’t mention the role of 
earth sciences in archaeology.

A quick screening of the documents (in Dutch: ‘no-
ta’s’) that have to be submitted to the Flanders Heritage 
Agency after (postponed) intrusive research in an area to be 

archaeologically evaluated in order to obtain a building or a 
re-allotment permit seems indeed to point towards a grow-
ing involvement of earth scientists in archaeological pro-
jects.  On the 1158 ‘nota’s’ published on the archaeology por-
tal (https://loket.onroerenderfgoed.be/archeologie/notas 
/notas/goedgekeurd, consulted on June 15, 2019) at least 
151 show the involvement of an earth scientist. Thus, in at 
least 13 % of the archaeological projects an earth scientist 
was involved. Based on a brief examination, most of these 
earth scientists seem to be geologists. Soil scientists with 
experience in archaeology are only involved in about 3 % of 
all projects.

The above mentioned ‘Code of good practice’ also 
stipulates that the valuable earth science data obtained 
during archaeological fieldwork in the form of descrip-
tions of reference soil profiles (including pictures) and the 
data of soil augering campaigns also have to be submit-
ted separately to the Database subsoil Flanders (Databank 
Ondergrond Vlaanderen/DOV) in specific formats. DOV 
will make these data available online in due course (www/
dov.vlaanderen.be), which is an important added value for 
pedological research in an archaeological or palaeo-envi-
ronmental context.

5.  Conclusions

The growing involvement of earth scientists in archaeo-
logical projects and the DOV-initiative are certainly pos-
itive and will definitely contribute to the quality of the 
archaeological research. The status quo, or maybe even 
decrease, in the involvement of soil scientists with exper-
tise in archaeological research is deceptive and can proba-
bly be related to the lack of possibilities for archaeologists 
to study soil science (applied to archaeology) after 2005 
in Flanders/Belgium, after the retirement of Professor R. 
Langohr. Therefore, I hope that the program in physical 
land resources (option soil science) at Ghent University 
will include courses on and dedicate research to archaeo-
pedology and, most importantly, will be open for students 
in archaeology as was the case in the eighties and nineties 
of the previous century (see also Van Hecke, 2019).

The combination of Archaeology and Soil Science 
is not at all a ‘strange’ combination, but on the contrary 
an evident, logic and fruitful combination. Unfortunately, 
this combination is still not facilitated at a university level, 
notwithstanding the opportunities created by the late 

Table 3 Number of reports per year with an earth scientist devoted to 
archaeology as a co-author 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 
1 0 7 14 24 17 11 40 18 4 4 

 

ARCHAEOLOGY AND SOIL SCIENCE IN FLANDERS
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Professor R. Tavernier in 1984 and the remarkable efforts 
and results in this field realised by Professor R. Langohr.

Part of the solution to bridge the gap between soil 
scientists and archaeologists in Flanders could be to pro-
vide archaeologists with a practical and down to earth 
field guide, specifically accommodated to the practicalities 
of archaeology. I’m glad to conclude this short contribu-
tion with the announcement that the Flanders Heritage 
Agency has decided to make such a field guide in a way 
that will allow the expertise and approach of Professor R. 
Langohr to be included within archaeological practices.

René Tavernier (1914-1992) founder and first 
director of the International Training Centre 
for Post-Graduate Soil Scientists (ITC Gent) 
(private archive: Paul De Paepe).

An important part of the curriculum at the ITC were the field excursions. On the left visit to the Zonian forest, on the right the archaeological excava-
tion at the Tweekerkenstraat, Ghent.

Soil scientists graduating in  1994 at University of Ghent in front of the Geological Institute, Ghent, 
Belgium.
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