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Pastҭ {ǘƻǊȅ about the past

Two factors prevent the "narrative" from giving an accurate 
picture of the "past":

1. The sources are incomplete, unreliable, biased

2. The "narrator"/researcher is subjective: is product of his/her 
culture (time, place, education, ideas, religion, politics)



Traces: 
Remains of the past

Narrator:
Researcher of the past

Writings Historian

Landscape patterns Historical geographer

Stone tools Archaeologist

Macrofossils Palaeontologist

Pollen Palynologist

XXX yyy

Different types of traces - similar problems
Different researchers - similar complications



What was there is no longer there. We have only the traces to 
find out what was. Traces are incomplete and impermanent.
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1. Elements moved from the site to the neighbourhood
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2. Elements moved from the neighbourhood to the site
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3. Elements come in from afar
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4. Some elements disappeared after "death"
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5. Others from earlier times from close-by get in
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6. Or from earlier (or later?) time come in from afar
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7. Leading to a loss/change of "traces"
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Complication: the story is going to influence the 
researcher and ideas in society
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Paradigm: one cannot and does not want to see 
anything else, cf. "the emperor without clothes"



"oral history"
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Cf. "hearsay", 
"silentpost"
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How to act?

ÅBe open to all information: from everyone and all sides

ÅTest that information critically (including your own!): not 
everything is possible or true

ÅFormulate and  test as many hypotheses as possible 

ÅThe simplest explanation is sufficient, unless more complicated 
explanations are needed

ÅUltimately, the whole story must be consistent: not 
contradicting itself at any point

ÅRemember: even the most improbable is not impossible

ÅBut we will never know the complete past 





In 1910, when Gebbel 
Smolenaars, Loeves Pier 
and Driekske Slaats 
during peat digging 
found the Golden 
Helmet in a bog near 
Helenaveen 
(Netherlands), 
archaeology was still in 
its infancy. 



¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ άǎƘƛƴƛƴƎέΣ 
but the "worthless" stuff hardly found any attention 





Exactly where the material had been found and how it had 
been located in the peat was of no interest to anyone and 
was not systematically recorded.

The National Museum of Antiquities in Leiden, where the 
material has ended up, did not send a scientist to the site 
until 1960: 50 years too late....



Exact information about the find spot is very important to 
explain how the material got into the peat. 

And how it didn't...

Without such information, only speculations arise.



It is difficult - 115 years later - to reconstruct the 
circumstances under which the helmet was found.

There are only a few (contradictory) descriptions by 
eyewitnesses from the time itself, the rest is "hearsay" or 
even complete fantasy.




