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Broad Character: Cultural Topography 

Character Type: Palaeolandscape Component 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes 

In the Late Upper Palaeolithic period, the coastline would have been some 15 kilometres 
further west, with a low-lying plain behind (Johnson 2009). Palaeoenvironmental evidence 
shows that swamp and fen developed in many areas behind the present coastline around 
7000-6000 cal BC. These expanded further at the late Mesolithic/early Neolithic transition, 
when falling sea levels left behind large areas of wet mineral soils along the Irish Sea coastal 
plain which developed into coastal raised mires (Hodgson and Brennand 2006, 23-4). Late 
Palaeolithic deposits are not common from marine or terrestrial environments, although Late 
Devensian material has been identified from St Bees (Hodgson and Brennand 2006, 23), and 
possibly from caves scattered around the peninsulas on the northern side of Morecambe Bay. 
Mesolithic activity is represented mostly by finds of lithic material, supplemented by more 
widespread environmental evidence. Much of the evidence, to date, suggests that Mesolithic 
communities were exploiting coastal resources (Hodgson and Brennand 2006, 25). The 
marine sediments of England’s share of the Irish Sea lie in fairly shallow waters, and in the 
earliest phase of the Mesolithic, by c. 7250 BC, the coastline of north-west England was still 
around 20m lower than today (Tooley 1974, 33). This produced a coastline drawn roughly 
along a line from just west of Anglesey to west of Walney Island in Morecambe Bay, 
forming a belt of now submerged land, about 10-15 km wide (Tooley 1985, Fig. 6.1). This 
gradually diminished up to c. 5200 BC, when it lay at 2m below the current sea level, by 
which time Britain had become an island (Tooley 1974; 1978; 1985). The extensive mud and 
silt sediments of the region, therefore suggests this is an area of medium to high 
archaeological potential. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

Features and variability of this Character Type is difficult to assess as investigations in this 
region are only in their infancy. Environmental evidence has been produced from coastal 
areas, and there is very little understanding at present of prehistoric submerged landscapes 
although this may soon change as palaeolandscape interpretation of seismic survey data is 
extended to the Irish Sea. To date, evidence is limited mainly to submerged forests exposed 
through coastal erosion at low tides, mainly from the Wirral peninsula. The most extensive 
areas are on the north Wirral coast at Leasowe and Dove Point, where tree stumps of 
Mesolithic date were recorded from the 19th century. By the 1950s, these had been reduced to 
a flat homogeneous mass, and which were still visible only in patches in the 1980s 
(Merseyside Historic Environment Record 2390-005 and 2390-014). The skulls of aurochs, 
dog and horse, as well as red deer antlers, were excavated at Leasowe in the 1960s, and are 
thought to relate to the exploitation of now-submerged forest off the Wirral coast (Hodgson 
and Brennand 2006, 31). Further areas of submerged forest, of unknown prehistoric date, 
have also been recorded on the west side of the Wirral peninsula, at West Kirby and Heswall. 
In Cumbria, buried forest beds, have been recorded off Grange-over-Sands, and off the west 
Cumbria coast south of Ravenglass where the intertidal zone contains peat exposures and 
former forest beds subject to erosion. (Halcrow Group Limited 2009). 

The most dramatic evidence for Mesolithic human activity along the coastline comes from 
Formby, where animal and human footprints have been preserved in muds and silts. Human 
footprints of both adult and child have been found, along with animal prints of aurochs, 
cattle, red deer, roe deer, unshod horse, dog/wolf, wild boar, sheep/goat, as well as wading 



Irish Sea Regional Perspective/Cultural Topography/Palaeolandscape Component 
Compiled by Newcastle University, School of Historical Studies, February 2011 

 2 

birds such as crane, oystercatcher and rail. Most are in the intertidal zone, and represent 
activity along a near-shore intertidal environment (Gonzalez et al 1997; 
http://www.seftoncoast.org.uk/hist_footprints.html). Human activity in this inter-tidal area 
appears to continue on into the Neolithic, and finds of animal bones have also been recovered 
from this beach. Nearby, to the south at Hightown, an excavated short length of wooden 
structure has been dated to the Neolithic and may have been part of a longer trackway. 

The maximum marine transgression is thought to have been around the Mesolithic-Neolithic 
transition, where it lay around the 8m contour level (Hodgson and Brennand 2006, 30). 
Evidence for a higher, post-glacial sea level can be found around the Esk estuary, where 
raised beach deposits are associated with later Mesolithic material (Hodgson and Brennand 
2006, 25). 

Altogether, evidence for palaeolandscape components, particularly submerged landscape 
elements, is lacking at present and overviews are not possible. Archaeological material 
exposed in the intertidal zone is often likely to have been moved by wave action and 
therefore is generally unlikely to survive in primary contexts (Dix et al 2004) but such 
generalisations are not applicable everywhere as the discoveries and fleeting exposures at 
Formby have confirmed. Secondary and tertiary assemblages are likely to be more common, 
occurring as patches of material sorted by size and type (Dix et al 2004). Further work is 
needed to secure more understanding of the processes of marine decay and fossilisation, 
which may aid our understanding of the potential and location of marine secondary and 
tertiary contexts. 

The north Wirral coastline at Dove Point, Meols. Erosion of the coastline produced not 
only thousands o artefacts from the multi-period beach trading site, but also a submerged 
forest of tree stumps of Mesolithic date (© Rob Philpott, National Museums, Liverpool) 

http://www.seftoncoast.org.uk/hist_footprints.html�
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Values And Perceptions 

The archaeological community has started to recognise that maritime archaeology is not only 
concerned with shipwrecks but also prehistoric submerged landscapes. The archaeological 
potential that exists on the continental shelves has been recognised in the UK, especially 
through projects funded by the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund (ALSF) (see 
http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/project/alsf/ , due to the recent expansion of aggregate dredging onto the 
shelf. It is therefore important, from both academic and cultural resource management 
perspectives, to locate and investigate this archaeological resource which otherwise will be 
irretrievably lost. However, for the wider community, the archaeological potential of these 
submerged landscapes remains poorly known, although the media attention given to the 
‘Formby footprints’ proved a well-publicised exception to that. 

Discoveries such as the footprints on the beach at Formby have captured the public 
imagination and have raised the profile of the potential of submerged landscapes 
(http://www.seftoncoast.org.uk/hist_footprints.html). Likewise, the uncovering of the 
submerged forests on the north Wirral coast in the 19th century, along with the numerous 
multi-period finds from Dove Point, Meols, also caught the attention of the public.  

Research, Amenity And Education 

The submerged palaeolandscapes of the Irish Sea have considerable potential for the 
preservation of organic materials. They can also shed new light on early human activity and 
settlement of coastal regions, offering a wider understanding of their character and extent. 

Areas that are buried to a sufficient depth of sediment have a greater chance of surviving in 
situ. However, this reduces the possibility of their discovery compared to exposed material. 
Recently exposed material may also have the advantage that the spatial relationships between 
artefacts are not too disturbed (Dix et al 2004: 194). If the archaeological deposit is buried 
under 5 to 10m of mud or sand, it will not be discovered, except in very unusual 
circumstances. Geophysical and geotechnical survey methods can be used in combination to 
address prehistoric deposits. Bathymetric survey, using single beam or multibeam systems, 
can be used to establish the basic framework for gauging the presence of prehistoric material. 
The height of the seabed, in conjunction with secondary sources relating to sea-level rise, 
sets the broad parameters for when an area of seabed might have been exposed, and therefore 
inhabitable (Wessex Archaeology 2007). 

In terms of formal education, palaeolandscapes provide excellent case studies for cross-
curricular work looking at environmental change and how it affects populations over time. 

Condition And Forces For Change 

Since the last glacial maximum, rising sea levels submerged many coastal areas that were 
once terrestrial habitats. These submerged landscapes are now a major focus of underwater 
archaeological investigation because they potentially contain a large proportion of the 
prehistoric record of human settlement on coasts (Flemming 2004; Quinn et al 2000; 
Sonnenburg and Boyce 2008). The UK continental shelf is under intensive developmental 
pressure from a range of activities including mineral extraction and offshore energy 
generation, together with spoil and waste dumping and the extensive, generalised, effects of 
fishing and commercial trawling (Dix et al 2004). 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

Submerged Palaeolithic and Mesolithic landscapes are relatively rare in England. As such, 
these deposits are regarded as of national, and even international, importance. Peat deposits 
and associated faunal remains (and potential human occupation evidence such as structures) 

http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/project/alsf/�
http://www.seftoncoast.org.uk/hist_footprints.html�
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are very fragile and highly vulnerable to disturbance. Furthermore, Neolithic and Bronze Age 
submerged landscapes are also relatively uncommon in England. Submerged prehistoric 
landscapes can survive with sufficient integrity to provide evidence for settlement patterns, 
working sites, fish weirs, hearths, food remains, craft and burials (see Flemming 2004; 
Momber 2004). Hence, prehistoric landscapes and their associated components represent a 
major component of past landscapes which were once exposed as dry land and are now 
submerged due to sea level rise. They hold evidence of how humans used their habitats, 
contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the past. They can also shed new 
light on issues such as coastal and climate change. 

Increasing disturbance from offshore aggregate extraction, oil and gas drilling and the 
construction of offshore wind farms has produced an urgent and growing need for further 
research into submerged palaeolandscapes, palaeoenvironments and palaeogeographies. 
Prehistoric landscapes in the intertidal zone are generally exposed to eroding processes, such 
as the submerged forest at Dove Point, Wirral, exposed in the 19th century and eroded to a 
homogeneous mass by the 1980s.  
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