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Abstract
This article provides an account of the history, present state, and possible future direc-
tions of Finnish maritime archaeology in order to elucidate certain aspects characteristic 
of the field. In the Finnish context, academia and the heritage sector are historically inter-
connected, and professionals have successfully assumed responsibilities in both. Research 
opportunities, however, have been more numerous at the Finnish Heritage Agency (FHA) 
than in academia, whereas the focus has been on well-preserved wrecks mainly from sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. This can be explained by the great number of regis-
tered shipwrecks from the historical periods being managed by the FHA. Well-preserved 
shipwrecks are also central for hobby divers’ interest that has been historically paramount 
for the development of the field. At the same time, discontinuities in academic training of 
maritime archaeologists have created a situation where opportunities for long-term and in-
depth research at universities have been few. Future prospects of Finnish maritime archae-
ology are discussed with respect to the current state, and the interconnectedness of the her-
itage management sector, academically trained maritime archaeologists, and avocational 
diving societies and volunteers is emphasised as a key element in continued development.

Keywords  Finnish maritime archaeology · Heritage management · Higher education · 
History of maritime archaeology · Hobby diving · Shipwrecks

Introduction

Archaeology in Finland—terrestrial and maritime—shares a close history with the devel-
opment of cultural heritage management. Academic tasks, i.e., at the University of Hel-
sinki, where archaeology has been taught since the late 1870s, and those falling under the 
category of heritage management, most notably handled by the Finnish Heritage Agency 
(hereinafter FHA), the central organization responsible for the protection and manage-
ment of cultural heritage in Finland, were largely shared until the 1960s. However, her-
itage management and academic research began to diverge from one another with the 
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implementation of the Antiquities Act in 1963 and the establishment of teaching in archae-
ology at the University of Turku and the University of Oulu in the 1960s (Immonen and 
Taavitsainen 2011; Immonen 2016).

With the divergence of heritage management and research, the tasks of heritage man-
agement were now clearly directed toward monitoring, protecting, maintaining, preserv-
ing, and making decisions about ancient monuments, while research was no longer car-
ried out within that framework and was instead conducted at the universities. While this 
led to increased opportunities for archaeological research related to heritage on land, the 
same was not the case with maritime, especially underwater, archaeology. This is partly 
explained by the lack of diving researchers. The teaching of maritime archaeology in Finn-
ish higher education did not emerge until the early 1990s, and between the 1960s and the 
1990s Finnish underwater heritage management was totally dependent on volunteer hobby 
divers. The close ties between heritage management and hobby divers were forged during 
those early formative decades, and today Finnish maritime archaeology continues to rely 
heavily on the input of avocational diving societies and individual volunteers.

The field of maritime archaeology in Finland is still quite small. Only one permanent 
position exists in the academic sphere, while the number of people working in maritime 
archaeology and underwater cultural heritage protection at the FHA is five. In addition, 
one person holds a permanent position in maritime heritage management on the Åland 
Islands, an autonomous region of Finland. Doctoral and postdoctoral projects in academia, 
currently more numerous than ever before, as well as large-scale fixed-term projects at 
the FHA, also offer employment opportunities. The majority of people actively involved 
in research and heritage management today received their training and field expertise in 
the 1990s and the first decade of the 2000s, the latter period marking somewhat of a high 
season for maritime archaeological research at the FHA in terms of available funding and 
engaged personnel. Research projects carried out in those decades were often organized 
as collaborative efforts between the FHA and hobby divers, and much of the knowledge 
about underwater heritage in the northern parts of the Baltic Sea was produced as a result 
of those collaborative projects.

While significant advances have occurred in maritime archaeological research since the 
1960s, mostly through projects organized by the FHA, research opportunities have gradu-
ally diminished within the organization, increasingly so after an organizational restructur-
ing in 2011. Whereas a number of large maritime archaeological research projects includ-
ing underwater excavations were organized within the FHA until the 2000s, research has 
not been the focus of the institution in more recent times. Projects organized at the FHA 
today are targeted at producing solutions for the recreational and developmental use of the 
Baltic Sea areas and the maritime heritage of the Baltic Sea rather than investigations lead-
ing beyond documentation and identification. This development is in line with the FHA’s 
role as the enforcer of Finnish heritage legislation.

Because research within the heritage management sector is mainly motivated by pro-
tection and management of underwater cultural heritage, research responsibilities are also 
expected to be fulfilled by academia. Unfortunately, however, higher education in maritime 
archaeology in Finland has been quite marginal compared to terrestrial archaeology. While 
modules including or consisting of courses devoted to maritime archaeology have sporadi-
cally been taught at the University of Helsinki and the University of Turku since the early 
1990s, maritime archaeological research done in academia has been scarce. For instance, 
regardless of how encompassing one is in defining maritime archaeology, less than a hand-
ful of doctoral dissertations on the topic have been defended in Finland thus far (Tuovinen 
2002; Koivikko 2017; Koivisto 2017). Since no master’s degree programme in maritime 
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archaeology currently exists in the country, future prospects for academic research seem 
bleak.

The purpose of this article is to critically contribute to understanding of the state of 
maritime archaeology in Finland. In order to elucidate aspects characteristic of the field, 
in particular those raised above, we provide a thorough overview on the development of 
the discipline in light of significant discoveries and methodological developments as well 
as the interconnectedness of academic maritime archaeology, heritage management, and 
avocational diving. In addition, we provide a history of maritime archaeology teaching in 
Finnish universities and reflect on the present field of maritime archaeological expertise in 
the country as well as on the role of higher education in securing opportunities for mari-
time archaeological research in the future.

Previous Historiographical Research

Research history within the field of maritime archaeology is often dealt with as part of 
more specific research on particular sites or research methods, and more general overviews 
of the development of the field are singular. Furthermore, there is a tendency to focus more 
attention on the introductory phases of the discipline’s formation (e.g., Immonen 2016; 
Koivikko 2017). Three brief accounts of Finnish maritime archaeology, by Nils Cleve 
(1961), Ora Patoharju (1962), and Juhani Peltonen (1964), were written at a time when 
the discipline was just about to take form, whereas a subsequent account by Henrik Rose-
nius (1983) likewise looks back exclusively at those early years. Rosenius divides the early 
history of Finnish maritime archaeology into three periods: an initial phase, in the years 
1935–1950, with only a few research projects that are best described as experimental; the 
first phase, between 1951 and 1960, when the number of research projects numbered in the 
dozens and when collaboration between archaeologists and hobby divers first began; and 
the second phase, from 1961 to 1965, with there being a significant increase in the number 
of research projects after 1962. Rosenius ends his overview in the year 1965, which indi-
cates that, in his opinion, this can be seen as marking the end of the pioneering phase of 
Finnish maritime archaeology. This synchronizes with international understanding of the 
field’s divisions and early phases of development (Barstad 2002).

It took more than 30 years before the development of Finnish maritime archaeology 
was once again included in historiographical treatments of the field. Visa Immonen (2016, 
252–259) provides a concise, combined history of maritime archaeology and underwater 
heritage management in his historiography of the FHA between 1917 and 1972, but this 
overview is necessarily narrow in focus and also limited to the early years. Similarly, a 
brief introduction to the development of underwater research in Finland was recently pro-
vided by Minna Koivikko (2017, 17–22), but that too ends with the 1970s, and in fact Koi-
vikko states that a detailed study of the history of Finnish maritime archaeology remains to 
be written.

The early history of Finnish maritime archaeology, as presented in the few existing his-
toriographical overviews, is intimately connected to the management of underwater herit-
age. However, our examination has found that the subsequent development of maritime 
archaeology is also deeply intertwined with heritage management. A closer look at the his-
tory bridging the early years and the current situation reveals an unwavering state of inter-
connectedness of heritage management and research in maritime (underwater) archaeology. 
Furthermore, the role of the avocational diving community as an important stakeholder in 
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management and protection, but also research, continues to be central, while universities 
play a sporadic role.

Maritime Archaeology and the Establishment of Underwater Cultural 
Heritage Management

The professionalization of maritime archaeology in Finland is intimately tied to the his-
tory of the FHA, the largest governmental organ responsible for the protection of cultural 
heritage since the 1880s. As in many other countries, the common history of maritime 
archaeology and state-led heritage management starts no earlier than the mid-1900s with 
the increasing discovery of shipwrecks, mostly as a  result of the technological advances 
related to diving equipment (Cleve 1961; Rosenius 1983). Some discoveries have had an 
important role in shaping the development of the field worldwide (e.g., Delgado 2000; 
Barstad 2002; Broadwater 2002). In terms of similarly important discoveries, the shared 
history of Finnish maritime archaeology and underwater heritage management can be said 
to have begun in the 1960s with the investigations of the Russian frigate St. Nikolai that 
sunk in 1790 during the Battle of Svensksund, close to the present-day city of Kotka in 
south-eastern Finland.

The wreck of St. Nikolai, although originally identified as the frigate St. Maria (Cleve 
1961, 351), was discovered already in October 1948, and salvage was attempted by a Ger-
man team in 1949, with destructive effects. Reflecting on the event, Christoffer Ericsson 
(1972, 174) laments that “[h]ere ended the sad story of amateurish trial and error”. Seri-
ous research on the site started in the early 1960s, and St. Nikolai became central to the 
methodological development of the discipline in Finland (Cleve 1961; Rosenius 1968; 
1983; Ericsson 1972, 1975; Halme 1977; Sarvas 1977; Sorvali 1977; Mattsson 1990). The 
wreck became the first in Finland to be systematically documented as a collaborative effort 
between hobby divers and FHA archaeologists. In addition to drawing, underwater pho-
tography, photogrammetry, and 8 mm underwater filming (Fig. 1) were quickly adopted as 
documentation methods for St. Nikolai as well as other sites discovered in those early years 
(Ericsson 1970; Johnsson 1988). Many finds were lifted from the wreck after its discovery, 
although with little regard for their contextual information or for the ship’s constructional 

Fig. 1   Hobby diver Kalervo 
Karalahti loading an 8-mm-film 
camera into its underwater casing 
during the St. Nikolai investiga-
tions in 1972. Photographer 
unknown. Collections of the 
Maritime Museum of Finland 
(CC BY 4.0)
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elements. While a great number of finds were lost forever due to non-existent conserva-
tion methods, some finds from St. Nikolai, especially cannons, grenades, and round shots 
(Fig.  2), also benefitted from the first successful experiments with chemical conserva-
tion by chemist and hobby diver Ora Patoharju (1965; 1975). Finds from St. Nikolai were 
exhibited in 1970 in the city of Kotka, and in 1971 at the Amos Anderson Art Museum in 
Helsinki (Ericsson and Halme 1971).

Another early discovery important for the development of maritime archaeology in 
Finland was the so-called Borstö I wreck in Parainen, in south-western Finland, discov-
ered in the 1950s (Cleve 1961; Nurmio-Lahdenmäki 2005; Ehanti et al. 2012). This mid-
eighteenth-century wreck was the site of Finnish–Swedish diving collaboration in the early 
1960s. In 1961, close to 200 artefacts were lifted from it, including dozens of gold and 
silver watches and snuff boxes and a horse-drawn carriage (G. Bojner 1965, unpublished 
research report for the FHA). Some of the finds lifted from the water were exhibited at 
the National Museum of Finland in the spring of 1962 (Peltonen 1964). This may have 
been the first maritime archaeological exhibition organized at the National Museum, and 
the venue was chosen because it had an advanced alarm system to safeguard the precious 
gold and silver finds (Talvio 2016, 242). In 1995, equally valuable Meissen porcelain table-
ware was found in the wreck (Hyvönen 1997). The Borstö I wreck was first identified by 
Christian Ahlström (1978, 60–64) as St. Michel, and it appears in Finnish literature under 
that name, but subsequent research suggests that the wreck may not have been accurately 
identified (Alvik 2013; Kaukiainen 2020).

As important as the early research on wrecks such as St. Nikolai and Borstö I since 
the early 1960s was for the development of maritime archaeology and underwater heritage 
management in Finland, the increasing popularity of sports diving was equally significant 

Fig. 2   A round shot lifted from 
the St. Nikolai most likely in 
the early 1960s. The iron ball 
was conserved and encased in 
plastic by Ora Patoharju in 1963. 
Photographer unknown. Collec-
tions of the Maritime Museum of 
Finland (CC BY 4.0)
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(Halme 1976). The discovery of St. Nikolai in particular received a fair amount of atten-
tion in the media, which, coupled with the spectacular raising of the Swedish warship 
Vasa in 1961, led to an increase in public interest in locating and exploring underwater 
sites in Finland. As pointed out by Henrik Rosenius (1983, 20) in his account of the early 
decades of Finnish maritime archaeology, between 1961 and 1965 the number of known 
wrecks increased so much that it became impossible to compile a detailed list of all sites 
and divers’ activities on them. Activities centred around the growing number of discovered 
wrecks and the increasing amount of material lifted from them by individual hobby divers 
as well as archaeologist-led research projects were problematic from a museological point 
of view, namely because Finland lacked both the expertise and infrastructure to manage the 
findings. This actively advanced discussions that had already begun in the 1950s about the 
establishment of a national maritime museum that could facilitate the research and man-
agement of the growing amount of wreck-related material (Cleve 1976, 8–9; Heikkinen 
1976; Talvio 2016, 287–290).

Concrete attempts at founding a centralised maritime museum were made in the early 
1960s. In 1962, as a result of an initiative made by the FHA, the Finnish Ministry of Edu-
cation appointed a committee to prepare the establishment of a national maritime museum 
(unpublished maritime museum committee report, 30 December 1963). While ambitious, 
the committee statement did not lead to the formation of such a museum. The main reason 
for the negative decision was that the FHA was not unanimous in its discussions about the 
museum’s establishment; infrastructural problems also existed with the planned location 
on the island of Suomenlinna (Cleve 1976, 10–11). In 1963, as a result of the disappoint-
ment caused by the failed plans, the Finnish Association for Maritime History (called the 
Maritime Museum Association until 1975) was founded by maritime museum actives to 
continue to advance the plan for establishing the museum (Koistinen 1976).

In 1964, Helge Jääsalo, then director of Finnish Maritime Administration and member 
of the maritime museum committee, proposed the maritime pilots’ barracks on the island 
of Hylkysaari in Helsinki as a future location for the museum (Hyvärinen and Sammallahti 
1991; Fast 1996; Immonen 2016, 256; Talvio 2016, 288). As result, the maritime museum 
committee convened for the second time in 1964 (unpublished maritime museum commit-
tee report, 31 March 1965). Again, regardless of the committee’s suggestion to establish a 
maritime museum at the proposed location, the Ministry of Education decided not to fol-
low through with the project.

However, the plans for the museum, leading to its subsequent foundation in 1981, were 
kept alive by theestablishment of the Bureau of Maritime Archaeology (later the Bureau of 
Maritime History), which was established partly as a compromise on the failed plans for a 
maritime museum and partly as a reaction to the legal responsibilities imposed on the FHA 
by the Finnish Antiquities Act (295/1963). With the act, which was put into effect in 1963, 
all ships that had sunk more than 100 years ago—as well as any loose finds associated with 
them—were brought under legal protection for the first time in the history of Finnish herit-
age management. Motivated by the growing number of hobby divers and activities around 
known underwater sites, as well as by the legal responsibilities introduced by the Antiqui-
ties Act, the Bureau of Maritime Archaeology was founded by the FHA in 1968. It would 
become the responsibility of the bureau to enforce the Antiquities Act as pertains to under-
water sites (unpublished 1968 annual report of the FHA), but also to undertake maritime 
archaeological and maritime historical research.

Research conducted by the bureau has been published in its series The Bureau of Mari-
time Archaeology/History Report between 1969 and 1975, in The Maritime Museum Hel-
sinki/Finland Annual Report since 1976, and as part of the Nautica Fennica series since 
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1976. Nautica Fennica was established as a joint publication of the bureau and the Finn-
ish Association for Maritime History, but it has since developed into a general publica-
tion series for research in maritime archaeology, maritime ethnology, and maritime history. 
This is also reflected in the topics of published research. Whereas the great majority of 
publications deal with wrecks and their material culture, as well as with maritime history, 
the 2000s has seen an increase in maritime ethnology and, for example, research focused 
on matters of gender therein. This is also indicative of the diminishing importance of Nau-
tica Fennica as a maritime archaeological forum, whereas the original purpose of the series 
was to serve as a publication for research conducted by the bureau.

Organizationally, the Bureau of Maritime Archaeology was placed directly under then 
state archaeologist and director of the FHA, Nils Cleve, while Christoffer Ericsson was 
appointed as the leader of the bureau (Cleve 1976). Cleve, who was also leader of the mari-
time museum committees, had an interest in underwater archaeology and maritime history. 
His importance to the development of Finnish maritime archaeology is highlighted by the 
fact that in 1975, one of the FHA’s larger research vessels was named after him (Immonen 
2016, 254–255).

The Bureau of Maritime Archaeology was supposed to be a temporary organization, but 
with the organizational restructuring in 1972, it was made a permanent part of the FHA’s 
research department, only now its name was changed to Bureau of Maritime History 
(Cleve 1976, 12; Talvio 2016, 287). In the autumn of 1973, the bureau was relocated to the 
then newly renovated barracks on Hylkysaari. This facilitated the building of permanent 
exhibitions at the site, and after decades of planning, the Maritime Museum of Finland 
was finally opened to the public in 1981 (Fig. 3). The museum has always been part of the 
National Museum of Finland, which in turn is organizationally part of the FHA, as had 
been the Bureau of Maritime History.

The Maritime Museum was open for 23 years before it was temporarily closed in 
2004 after the Ministry of Education decided to move the museum from Helsinki to 
the town of Kotka (Ministry of Education 2004). The museum’s relocation was moti-
vated by a growing need for larger premises, and despite opposition by the museum 
staff, Kotka was chosen as the new location over Turku or Helsinki. In 2008, the 
museum reopened to visitors in the newly built Maritime Centre Vellamo building 
(Fig.  4; Aartomaa 2008; Suhonen 2009; Utriainen 2010). With these changes came 

Fig. 3   The Maritime Museum of 
Finland opened to the public on 
May 18, 1981, in an old maritime 
pilots’ barrack on the island of 
Hylkysaari in Helsinki. The ship 
is the icebreaker Tarmo, restored 
into a museum ship in the early 
1990s and currently kept at the 
Maritime Centre Vellamo in 
Kotka, Finland (see also Fig. 4). 
Photo: Timo Syrjänen (1981). 
Collections of the Maritime 
Museum of Finland (CC BY 4.0)
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also organizational updates. With the relocation of the museum, heritage management 
tasks were separated from museum work. Also, the Bureau of Maritime History was 
closed in 2004 and the newly established Maritime Archaeology Unit, now separated 
from its history with the Maritime Museum, was placed organizationally under FHA’s 
Archaeology Unit. The establishment of the Maritime Archaeology Unit marked the 
beginning of a high season in Finnish maritime archaeology and underwater heritage 
management, lasting from 2004 to 2011. The Maritime Archaeology Unit remained on 
Hylkysaari, it had a staff of approximately ten people, and it was in charge of its own 
budget. This made it possible to effectively combine heritage management responsi-
bilities with actual research (Pelanne 2007).

In 2011, as part of yet another organizational restructuring at the FHA, the Mari-
time Archaeology Unit was closed and had to leave its maritime environment on 
Hylkysaari. All tasks related to the protection of underwater cultural heritage were 
directed to the newly formed Cultural Environment Services. This meant that the mari-
time archaeology branch of the FHA was no longer in charge of its own budget and 
instead had to compete for funding with the other branches of the Cultural Environ-
ment Services, namely archaeology and restoration and protection of the built environ-
ment. This has also led to a situation where large maritime archaeological research 
projects are increasingly hard to justify, and all larger projects have to be planned with 
external funding. On the other hand, this organizational change brings experts in many 
different fields under one roof, which can possibly lead to increased opportunities for 
organizing multidisciplinary research more efficiently and creatively.

The Antiquities Act remains in effect with minor updates and requires the protection 
of all underwater sites of ancient origin and wrecks of 100 years of age and older. The 
FHA is the sole organization in Finland in charge of the protection and management of 
maritime and underwater cultural heritage, but with the new museum law (314/2019, 
effective as of 1 January 2020) regional museums have received more responsibility 
in the management of the cultural heritage in their area in exchange for state funding. 
This also includes sites of maritime archaeological significance, but what it will do 
to the research of maritime and underwater heritage remains to be seen. Optimally, it 
could mean more opportunities within the FHA for maritime archaeological research 
motivated by other than management responsibilities or public outreach.

Fig. 4   Since 2008, the Maritime 
Museum of Finland has operated 
in the Maritime Centre Vellamo 
building in Kotka, Finland. Main 
entrance is from the south, but 
the wavelike form of the building 
is most striking when viewed 
from the northern facade. Photo: 
Marko Marila (2020)
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Higher Education in Maritime Archaeology

Complete degree programmes in archaeology are offered in three universities in Finland: 
at the University of Oulu in northern Finland, at the University of Turku in western Fin-
land, and at the University of Helsinki in southern Finland. All three universities offer BA, 
MA, and PhD degrees with a specialization in archaeology. In terms of research concentra-
tion, the University of Helsinki has traditionally specialized in Stone Age and Bronze Age 
research, whereas research in Turku and Oulu has emphasized Iron Age, medieval, and 
historical archaeology.

Completing a full specialized degree in maritime archaeology has never been an option 
in any of the three universities, but larger modules in maritime archaeology have been 
offered since the early 1990s in Helsinki and Turku. At the University of Helsinki, an inter-
disciplinary joint module in maritime history, maritime ethnology, and maritime archae-
ology was initiated in 1993, although teaching within the module was gradually reduced 
since 2012 and terminated in late 2020. Between 2011 and 2013, the University of Turku 
offered basic and intermediate-level modules in maritime archaeology as part of its BA or 
MA degrees in archaeology.

University of Turku

Archaeology at the University of Turku has a concentration on historical archaeology, and 
the introduction of maritime archaeology in the program was motivated by an independ-
ent field course organized at the seventeenth-century Joskär I wreck in collaboration with 
the Hanko Summer University since 1998. This field course, which is still organized every 
year, is targeted at maritime archaeologists and hobby divers alike. Currently, the course is 
the only platform for university-level training in maritime archaeological field methods in 
Finland, and due to its focus in field practices, the course has always been quite popular, 
however much more so among hobby divers than archaeology students.

Due to changes in legislation in Finnish higher education in 2010, teaching at open 
universities is designed to match the connected university’s curriculum. This legislation 
change was seen as an opportunity to develop teaching in maritime archaeology at the Uni-
versity of Turku. In co-operation with the Hanko Summer University staff, both basic and 
intermediate-level studies in maritime archaeology were set up at the University of Turku, 
and a complete module comprising 60 ECTS points was offered between autumn 2011 and 
spring 2013. In practice, only basic studies were offered during the first two years, with 
the intent being to attract students to enrol for the intermediate-level courses. The offered 
courses, taught mainly in Finnish, had a strong focus on underwater archaeology and 
attracted many participants. As many as 40 students would enrol for the first-year courses 
and about 15 completed all taught courses (pers. comm. S. Wessman, 22 April 2020). 
Despite its strong focus on underwater archaeology, diving skills were never required to 
complete the module.

When a tenure-track professorship in maritime archaeology was announced at the 
University of Helsinki in 2012, teaching within the same specialized field in Turku was 
thought redundant for a country as small as Finland, and the last courses were offered in 
2013. However, collaboration with Hanko Summer University continues, and it is possible 
to include the field course as part of one’s BA or MA studies in archaeology at the Univer-
sity of Turku (pers. comm. V. Immonen, 6 May 2020).
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University of Helsinki

In the early 1970s, when the Bureau of Maritime History was the organization responsi-
ble for enforcing the 1963 Antiquities Act, a lack of diving archaeologists made imple-
menting these tasks difficult. As in many other parts of the world (e.g., Flatman 2007a, 
b; Bass 2011; Gately and Benjamin 2018), most of the information about underwater 
sites was produced with the help of hobbyists and maritime archaeological diving socie-
ties. For instance, the Finnish maritime archaeological club Teredo Navalis was estab-
lished in 1975 to aid the bureau in underwater archaeological research (Konttinen 1991; 
Talvio 2016, 288), and societies continue to be vital for the discipline in Finland.

Although maritime archaeology courses were organized in Finland for the first time 
in 1963 (Rosenius 1983, 21), and members of Teredo Navalis, for instance, were trained 
in maritime archaeological methodology by the FHA (anon 1978), the number of div-
ing researchers was still quite small when Leena Sammallahti became director of the 
Maritime Museum of Finland in 1988. Upon entering the museum, Sammallahti began 
to explore the possibilities of establishing training courses for maritime archaeologists 
at the University of Helsinki and set up a meeting with professors Juhani U.E. Lehtonen 
(ethnology), Yrjö Kaukiainen (economic history and maritime history), Matti Klinge 
(history), and Ari Siiriäinen (archaeology). It was decided in the meeting that, within 
each discipline, lectures in maritime topics would be included in existing teaching and 
that later those lectures would be combined into an independent study module (pers. 
comm. L. Sammallahti, 16 April 2020).

The lack of training for diving researchers, then, was the original motivation for set-
ting up teaching at the University of Helsinki, and a module titled Maritime History was 
established in 1993. The module was 25 ECTS points in total and was taught mainly 
in Finnish. It consisted of a combined introductory course (8 ECTS) in maritime his-
tory, maritime ethnology, and maritime archaeology in which students received an over-
view of all three fields. Another major part of the module was a practicum (8 ECTS) in 
maritime history, maritime ethnology, or maritime archaeology. In the practicum, stu-
dents would learn about research methodology, materials, and sources by working in 
the archives or in the field. Finally, students were expected to take three book exams (9 
ECTS in total) on topics related to maritime history,maritime ethnology, and/or mari-
timearchaeology. The three exams in maritime archaeology focused on research method-
ology, research materials and sites, and theory of maritime archaeology. The third exam 
included advanced-level literature on archaeological theory, and, although designed as 
a basic-level module, in terms of contents it was definitely at the intermediate level (see 
also Lavento and Ala-Pöllänen 2007).

The Maritime History module was designed to be multidisciplinary from the start, 
and the development of teaching in maritime archaeology was intimately tied to pre-
existing teaching in maritime ethnology and maritime history. Maritime historian Yrjö 
Kaukiainen taught maritime history as part of the curriculum in economic history at the 
time, which was central to the development—and name—of the module. Leena Sam-
mallahti’s background in ethnology further contributed to the interdisciplinary nature 
of the module. Collaboration with the discipline of biology was also developed, and 
joint courses with the Department of Hydrobiology were sometimes organized as part of 
the module. The maritime archaeology component of the module was organized partly 
with external teaching by Swedish experts, such as Christer Westerdahl and Carl Olof 
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Cederlund, but equally important were the Finnish module alumni. Many of those who 
taught in the module had completed it in its early years.

During its existence, the module, open to all students, was quite popular, with 40–50 
students participating in the introductory course in the best years. Of the 40 who took the 
introductory course, five students on average continued to more advanced and specialized 
courses in maritime archaeology (pers. comm. A. Ala-Pöllänen, 6 April 2020). Neverthe-
less, contact teaching in the module reduced dramatically in 2012, and all teaching, includ-
ing book exams, ended in late 2020. There were three reasons for the module’s termination. 
First, funding for teaching was significantly cut as a result of departmental restructuring 
within the Faculty of Arts in 2009. Consequently, in its final active years in 2011 and 2012, 
teaching within the module was only possible with an annual financial support of 10 000 
€ from Nord Stream, the company responsible for constructing a natural gas pipeline in 
the Baltic Sea between Russia and Europe. As part of the construction, Nord Stream con-
ducted extensive surveys of the natural and cultural environment in the Baltic Sea, and 
it was in the best interest of the company to develop collaboration with local maritime 
archaeologists (Matikka 2010). The sponsorship from Nord Stream ended in 2012 with 
the completion of Nord Stream Line 1, and once the sponsorship had ended so too did 
contact teaching in the Maritime History module. Secondly, as a result of further organi-
zational restructuring within the University of Helsinki’s Faculty of Arts, since 2017 the 
module has not been part of the teaching plan of the new Department of Cultures. Thirdly, 
after the tenure-track professorship in maritime archaeology at the University of Helsinki 
was announced in 2012, teaching responsibilities related to maritime topics were gradually 
transferred from the Maritime History module to that position.

Fields of Expertise in Underwater Archaeology

The field of maritime archaeology in Finland is highly interdisciplinary, and people often 
have experience in both research and heritage management. This is mostly due to the 
small number of people trained as maritime archaeologists, many of whom have had to 
assume roles equally in research, teaching, heritage management, and private companies. 
The fields of expertise of Finnish maritime archaeologists range from medieval and post-
medieval shipbuilding, seafaring and related infrastructure to protection and management 
of underwater cultural heritage and heritage legislation, and from underwater technology 
and documentation to maritime ethnology.

The majority of people working in maritime archaeology in Finland today, mainly in 
heritage management, received their training in Finland, and many studied and taught in 
the University of Helsinki’s Maritime History module. Some received their training or 
part of it abroad (Sweden, Denmark, and the UK). Worth mentioning is also the now dis-
continued scientific diving training that began in Finland in 1995, a program that many 
Finnish maritime archaeologists completed (see also Länne 2005). More importantly, how-
ever, maritime archaeologists who studied maritime history in Helsinki and graduated in 
the 1990 and 2000s received their field training on underwater operations organized since 
the early 1990s as collaborative research projectsbetween the Bureau of Maritime History 
(i.e., FHA) and hobby divers. Thus, it is not surprising that the underwater archaeological 
research organized by the FHA since the late 1980s became central to the development of 
the field as well as to the identity of individual researchers. In this respect, such shipwrecks 
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as the Mulan wreck, Kronprins Gustav Adolf and Vrouw Maria, which were studied con-
secutively by the FHA from 1988 to 2012, are of central importance.

The Mulan wreck in Hanko had been known among divers since the 1970s, but it was 
only reported to the FHA in 1987 and excavated between 1988 and 1995 (Sammallahti 
1990, 1991; Heporauta 1991; Sievänen 2000). The ship itself is about 12  m in length, 
clinker-built, and foundered most likely in the early seventeenth century. The Mulan wreck 
has played a key role in the development of Finnish maritime archaeology because it served 
as a site for training in field methods for a host of Finnish maritime archaeologists. In most 
years, the research was led by the director of the Maritime Museum of Finland, Leena 
Sammallahti. The majority of the diving was done by members of Teredo Navalis, but the 
excavations also saw the formation of a group of diving researchers, such as art historian 
Arne Heporauta (later Hästesko), maritime archaeologist Riikka Alvik, and maritime eth-
nologist Sallamaria Tikkanen.

The wreck of the late eighteenth-century Swedish ship Kronprins Gustaf Adolf was dis-
covered in 1995 and excavated between 1997 and 1999 (Tikkanen 2000). A host of mari-
time archaeologists and heritage professionals active in Finland today worked as research-
ers at the excavations. Teredo Navalis was again also involved in the excavations. In 2000, 
the wreck was turned into an underwater park, the first of its kind in the Baltic Sea, and 
similar parks have since opened in, for instance, Hanko and Kirkkonummi (see Leino and 
Flinkman 2012; for early plans to set up underwater parks in Finland, see also Tikkanen 
1997).

Of the approximately 2200 underwater sites listed in the FHA registry of ancient sites 
and monuments, the wreck of Vrouw Maria has undoubtedly been the most extensively 
researched and attracted the most media attention. The well-preserved remains of the eight-
eenth-century Dutch merchant ship were discovered in 1999 by Pro Vrouw Maria, a society 
established for the sole purpose of locating the wreck (Ahlström 2000; Saure 2009). Vrouw 
Maria has been researched since 2000 (Laitinen 2000; Leino 2002), primarily during two 
large research projects. The first was the EU-funded MoSS (Monitoring, Safeguarding 
and Visualizing North-European Shipwreck Sites) project, which ran from 2001 to 2004 
(Leino 2003, 2004; MoSS 2005; FHA 2007; Leino et al. 2011). The second was the Vrouw 
Maria Under Water project, funded by the Ministry of Education. This research project 
ran between 2009 and 2012, and it continues to result in publications related to the wreck 
(e.g., Alvik and Matikka 2011; Ehanti et al. 2012; FHA 2014; Leinonen 2016; Alvik 2019; 
Lempiäinen-Avci et al. 2021).

Many Finnish maritime archaeologists worked with Vrouw Maria, and volunteer divers 
from Teredo Navalis and Pro Vrouw Maria participated in the underwater activities. Sal-
vage of Vrouw Maria was planned since its discovery (Halinen 2000). The most promis-
ing discussions took place with Russian experts in 2007–2009, but those did not lead to 
any concrete action. Total costs, including raising, conservation, and the establishment of 
a dedicated museum, were at that time calculated at 80–100 million euros (FHA 2014, 14). 
The prospect of raising and exhibiting Vrouw Maria undoubtedly sparked hope that Fin-
land could finally have a museum built around a preserved historical ship, just like Norway 
and Denmark have done for various Viking ships and Sweden for Vasa, the ship that gave 
much of the impetus for the development of the field also in Finland.

In terms of significant wrecks relevant for the development of Finnish maritime archae-
ology, the Joskär 1 wreck, located in Hanko, and first reported to the FHA by marine geolo-
gist Boris Winterhalter in 1962, is also worthy of mention. This seventeenth-century wreck 
has been documented and excavated since the 1980s, and research has mainly taken place 
in form of a field course organized by the Hanko Summer University since 1998, which 
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is why the wreck has been important for the dissemination of knowledge and the devel-
opment of collaboration between maritime archaeologists and hobby divers (unpublished 
research reports in the FHA archives).

While the research projects listed in the course of our historical outline of Finnish mari-
time archaeology were almost exclusively organized by the FHA, and by maritime archae-
ologists who received their field training during those projects, the role of hobby divers 
and diving societies has always been equally important. Hobbyists have an active role as 
facilitators of scientific research at and around known wrecks and in locating new ones. For 
instance, the Finnish Maritime Archaeological Society (MAS), established in 1995, has 
been an active promoter of maritime archaeological research in Finland. Since 2018, MAS 
has developed the Porkkala Wreck Park in Kirkkonummi. The park area contains possibly 
dozens of wrecks from the sixteenth century to the nineteenth century, four of which have 
been documented by MAS, which also manages the infrastructure, such as guidelines with 
information boards, that makes it possible to explore the wrecks.

In recent years, the wrecks in the Porkkala park have also been sampled for dating and 
other scientific analyses, and the collection of samples has been done by MAS volunteers. 
MAS also organizes maritime archaeological training, such as Nautical Archaeology Soci-
ety (NAS) training courses and training in underwater photogrammetry. These three areas, 
the developing of wreck parks, facilitating of research projects, and organizing of training, 
have been a growing point of focus for MAS in recent years, and the number of mem-
bers tends to follow the amount of organized activities (pers. comm. M. Luoto, 25 August 
2020). Due to their central role, organizations such as MAS, as well as the avocational div-
ing societies that provide many of the volunteer divers, should be included when writing 
a history of Finnish maritime archaeology and also when discussing the present state of 
expertise in and the future of the field.

Future Tasks in Finnish Maritime Archaeology

During the 50 plus years of maritime archaeological research in Finland, a field has devel-
oped with a great deal of expertise in maritime archaeology, underwater/maritime heritage 
management, and public outreach. The great majority of Finnish experts work in heritage 
management, but research within that organization has, for obvious reasons, been moti-
vated by public outreach and the protection of underwater cultural heritage. Furthermore, 
with the changes that took place in maritime heritage management as result of the organi-
zational changes and the termination of the Maritime Archaeology Unit in 2011, it has 
become challenging to justify large archaeological research projects at the FHA economi-
cally. Underwater excavations motivated by research rather than rescue, for instance, are 
extremely rare today. Instead, large collaborative projects like the EU-funded BALTACAR 
(Baltic History Beneath Surface: Underwater Heritage Trails in  situ and Online) (Roio 
2019) or BalticRIM (Baltic Sea Region Integrated Maritime Cultural Heritage Manage-
ment) are targeted at promoting diving on the wrecks or more efficient planning of the use 
of the Baltic Sea areas, respectively.

The intertwined history of Finnish heritage management, academic training, and the 
avocational sector also means that there is a heavy research concentration on underwater 
heritage in the coastal areas dating to the historical period. There exist specific reasons 
for this focus. Of the underwater sites listed in the Finnish registry of archaeological sites 
approximately 77 % are wrecks or parts of wrecks from the historical period (FHA 2019, 
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47). Because hobbyists often share an interest in the well-preserved wrecks from the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, research conducted at the FHA has aimed at providing 
knowledge that benefits the general publicwhile safeguarding the protection of the sites. 
Another related reason is that academic maritime archaeological training in Finland has 
emphasised historical research. The maritime archaeology curriculum at the University of 
Turku was designed to fit the historical research concentration of their archaeology pro-
gram. The Maritime History module at the University of Helsinki on the other hand was 
built on existing teaching in maritime history and maritime ethnology. Keeping in mind 
that practically all active maritime archaeologists in Finland received their training at least 
partly in Helsinki or Turku, the focus on underwater sites dating to the historical period is 
hardly surprising.

This is not to deny that research has not been conducted on topics other than historical 
wrecks, and often by the same people. Heritage management at the FHA would not be pos-
sible without acknowledging that underwater cultural heritage makes up only part of the 
research areas, and that maritime cultural heritage includes much more than what remains 
underwater. At the same time, however, in their overview of the state of maritime cultural 
heritage, the FHA (2019, 44) acknowledges that there are severe gaps in knowledge when 
it comes to understanding the overall geographical, thematic, and temporal scope of mari-
time cultural heritage in the country. The FHA defines the term maritime cultural heritage 
widely to include also sites in riverine and lake environments, areas that remain particu-
larly poorly understood in terms of cultural heritage.

Maritime archaeological research of lake areas, wetlands, or coastal landscapes, for 
instance, have been few, and instead conducted at universities rather than at the FHA. One 
example of maritime cultural landscape research is the Our Maritime Heritage project at 
the University of Helsinki (2002–2005) during which circa 450 new sites from the Late 
Iron Age and Early Middle Ages were found and documented in the coastal areas of Uusi-
maa in southern Finland (Jansson 2005). Another example is the Settlements and Econo-
mies Around the Sea–Maritime Settlement, Subsistence and Economic Histories Around 
the Baltic Sea 500–1700 AD project which ran at the University of Helsinki between 2009 
and 2012 (e.g., Haggrén and Lavento 2011; Alenius et al. 2014). The Lost Inland Land-
scapes (2015–2018) project on the other hand concentrated explicitly on the Mesolithic 
and Early Neolithic wetland and shoreline dwelling sites in the lake Saimaa area in cen-
tral Finland. While drawing from an earlier project, Lost Inland Landscapes was the first 
to draw attention to the huge research potential of inundated inland sites (Koivisto 2017; 
Groß et al. 2018).

The lake and wetland areas of inland Finland  remain relatively poorly understood 
regardless of temporal focus, and we see those as areas where many of the future tasks 
of Finnish maritime and underwater archaeology lie. Stone Age rock paintings, for exam-
ple, are situated along ancient waterways and may still hold a lot of potential for maritime 
archaeological research (e.g., Grönhagen 1991; Taskinen 2006; Lahelma 2012). Another 
group of archaeological sites and materials of interest is those belonging to the historical 
period. Despite the long history of ethnological and archaeological research on boat build-
ing (e.g., Itkonen 1942; Forssell 1985; Taavitsainen 1999), very little is known about river 
and lakeside portages, for instance.

Knowledge of sites in inland areas will most likely increase in the future as a result of 
the ongoing Nationally Significant Archaeological Sites project at the FHA. The purpose 
of the project, which will be completed in 2022, is to provide an overview of the antiq-
uity of Finland in terms of important sites, including sites of maritime archaeological rel-
evance. Another likely positive development is the new museum law which gives regional 
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museums more responsibilities in the management of their local cultural heritage, but also 
more accountability in terms of accessibility and public outreach. This could potentially 
lead to more detailed surveys and knowledge of the cultural heritage of inland areas, but 
ideally also to increased awareness of the maritime archaeological heritage of the region 
among hobby divers.

Conclusion

The purpose of our exposition of the early as well as recent history of Finnish maritime 
archaeology in this article has been to highlight the interconnectedness of the heritage 
management sector, academically trained maritime archaeologists, and avocational diving 
societies and volunteers. Based on our offered historiography, we also gave concrete sug-
gestions as to where the future directions of the discipline lie in the country. In terms of 
research focus, Finnish maritime archaeology has been and continues to be heavily under-
water-oriented and focussed on nautical material. This is partly due to the connected his-
tory of maritime archaeological research and heritage management and the abundance of 
well-preserved wrecks from the historical period in the Baltic Sea. Regardless of this con-
centration, research, especially that of shipwrecks, has been extremely interdisciplinary, 
connecting history, ethnology, archaeology, heritage studies, and the natural sciences. The 
interdisciplinarity of Finnish maritime archaeology provides a fertile ground for thematic 
expansion within the discipline in the future. We see the study of inland areas in particular 
to hold much potential, regardless of the temporal concentration of future research.

Research diversity is naturally dependent on research infrastructures, and on the positive 
side, the potential for securing maritime archaeological research opportunities in Finland is 
slowly increasing. We discussed above some recent and ongoing changes that may have a 
positive impact on the heritage management sector, such as the increasing responsibility of 
regional museums with the new museum law. In terms of training and higher education, on 
the other hand, significant progress is likewise to be expected in the near future. Secured 
funding exists for the establishment of Finnish Scientific Diving Academy at the University 
of Helsinki, a new institute which, once up and running, would provide much-needed field 
training for future underwater archaeologists.

Furthermore, courses in maritime archaeology are currently offered at the University of 
Helsinki and teaching is being actively developed. We have offered elsewhere an in-depth 
analysis of the factors to consider in the planning of teaching (Marila and Ilves 2020). 
Our findings indicate that integration should be sought with other disciplines, especially 
archaeology and heritage studies, but also with maritime programs in other universities. 
In order to successfully anticipate the varying needs of the field, the FHA and the avoca-
tional and private sectors should likewise be included in curriculum design. More impor-
tantly, however, the long-term continuity of teaching should be secured. The key finding 
of our research was that maritime archaeology degree programs often have very few staff 
and become discontinued with leaving or retirement of staff members (Marila and Ilves 
2020). It is therefore crucial, especially in light of the discontinuities that have taken place 
in teaching of maritime archaeology at the University of Turku and at the University of 
Helsinki that both teaching and research are planned with long-term continuity in mind, 
and that thematic diversity is sought through integration with other disciplines.
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