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Curating the past: Asine and PRAGMATA

Gullög Nordquist,
Michael LiNdbLoM

Abstract

digitalization and web-based repositories of information have become increasingly important in archaeology 
as resources both for students and researchers. this paper discusses the work to make publicly available the 
documentation and finds from the swedish excavations at Asine, Greece. Emphasis is put on the material from 
the 1926 excavations currently stored at uppsala university and the effort to make it accessible for researchers 
in the form of the online database PrAGMAtA. 

Introduction

online repositories in digital humanities have become important resources and tools for students and 
researchers within archaeological disciplines. one such example is the Agathe database (www.ag-
athe.gr), which harbours finds from the Athenian Agora Excavations.1 this resource served as inspi-
ration for a 2013-2016 project to make available documentation from swedish excavations in Greece. 
the project was financed by the bank of sweden tercentenary Foundation, the university Museum 
Gustavianum and department of Archaeology and Ancient History, both of uppsala university, as 
well as the swedish institute at Athens.2 the aims of the project were twofold: firstly to inventory and 
document the finds from swedish archaeological projects in Greece and to create an online database 
of the finds and relevant field documentation from the swedish excavations in Greece from 1894 
onwards; and secondly to assemble the field documentation from these field projects in the archive 
of the swedish institute at Athens.3 in this article we want to discuss the methodological problems 
arising from incorporating material from excavations of widely different dates and thus varied stan-
dards of documentation and present some of the approaches with which we have tried to meet these 
problems in order to make older excavation material available to international scholars.

over the years a number of excavations have been carried out by swedish scholars and the swed-
ish institute at Athens in Greece: in Attika (Aphidna), on Poros (Kalauria), in Arcadia (Asea), Argo-
lis (Asine, berbati, Midea, dendra) and Messenia (Malthi) as well as in Phthiotis (Makrakomi), in 

1. We thank Anne ingvarsson-sundström, curator at the Museum Gustavianum at uppsala university, for her valuable 
comments. We are also very grateful to bruce Hartzler of the American Agora for generously sharing his expertise. For the 
idig archaeological field recording software used at the Athenian Agora Excavations in Greece, see www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gybPYfEFE-k. Accessed July 29, 2019.

2. the project members included Anne ingvarsson-sundström (project leader), Hans Liss (system developer), Gullög 
Nordquist, Lena Klintberg and Michael Lindblom (archaeologists), Ludmila Werkström (Museum Gustavianum), Arto 
Penttinen and Jenny Wallensten (swedish institute at Athens) and Gunnel Ekroth (dept of Archaeology and Ancient History, 
uppsala university). dora Kondylarou and sofia Lampraki assisted during work in Nauplion, Greece.

3. the archivist daniel Eriksson inventoried c. 15 shelf metres of archival material. Much documentation from old 
field projects has been kept in the homes of field directors and an important part of the project was to collect this material 
at the swedish institute at Athens.
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thracia (Paradeisos) and on crete (chania). some are still in progress. ongoing projects also include 
the Greek-swedish collaborative fieldwork in Vlochos in thessaly and in Herminone in the Argolid.4

the result of the project is an online database named PrAGMAtA, hosted by uppsala university 
but annually updated by the swedish institute at Athens.5 the excavations in Asine, both old and new, 
including the Asine collection of uppsala university, now curated by Gustavianum, the university 
Museum, and in the Mediterranean Museum, stockholm, are available on the internet together with 
other Argive sites excavated in the 1920s and 30s and the material from Paradeisos in thracia.

but why invest money in old collections of excavated material? PrAGMAtA should be seen as a 
fulfilment of obligations to Greek cultural heritage authorities who have entrusted swedish scholars 
with excavating and studying Greek cultural heritage. it should also be regarded as a convenient and, 
for the researcher, easily accessible archive of different types of field data, and finally it is a point 
of entry in very specific studies of the archaeological material from these sites. Excavation material 
tends to sit, undisturbed, in museum storages, while field notes are kept elsewhere and, at least in the 
case of older swedish excavation, in a language that not many understand. studying older excava-
tions is thus both time-consuming and expensive. in order to make the excavation results available 
and researchable and to get the most use out of our efforts to excavate the past, a digital database 
offers an efficient way of saving time as well as research funds and gets as much information and 
knowledge as possible from the excavations.

As time passes and people die or forget, much of the knowledge preserved in the memories of 
the original excavators disappears. Likewise, written, drawn or photographed documentation deteri-
orates, is destroyed or is lost. the result is a great loss of information and knowledge of potentially 
important scholarly and scientific value. its loss may in fact make all the work and money spent on 
the original excavations more or less meaningless. it is thus our responsibility to make the finds and 
results of the excavations available, so that they may be of use for future generations of scholars.

4. see further at www.sia.gr/en. Accessed March 29, 2020.
5. see pragmata.sia.uu.se/pragmata. Accessed March 29, 2020.

Fig. 1: top page of PrAGMAtA database accessed at pragmata.sia.uu.se/pragmata.
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PrAGMAtA is the Greek word for ‘things’. Emphasis has been on finding pragmatic and flexible 
solutions for the collection and ordering of legacy data of different kinds and quality. this has been 
important since PrAGMAtA presents a number of different excavations conducted over a century 
by various teams and with different standards of documentation. How the fieldwork was carried out 
has varied, as have considerations of what kind of information was relevant to record. Fieldwork 
over such a long time, with various approaches to excavation and documentation, has led to a large 
variation in archaeological strategies in the standards of original documentation and in the collec-
tion of material. Earlier databases were thus included in PrAGMAtA with the aim of retaining and 
incorporating the original structures of these earlier data sets. therefore inconsistencies inevitably 
occur. Another problem has been that with the modern, often turbulent Greek history (including war, 
natural disasters and chronic underfunding), excavated and collected materials have not always been 
preserved, or are not today clearly identifiable. 

The Asine excavations 

As an illustrative example, we want to discuss some of the issues we encountered during the work 
with PrAGMAtA when dealing with the material from the 1926 excavation at Asine. the collection is 
currently stored in the Historic collections of Gustavianum, uppsala university Museum. Asine can 
be seen as an example of how ‘information islands’ of legacy data are scattered in time (excavated 
in the 1920s, 1970s and 1990s), as well as in space, with preserved excavated material now stored 
in Nauplion, uppsala and stockholm, and containing different media: artefacts, texts, drawings and 
photos as well as the original publications. these information islands have been brought together in 
PrAGMAtA and linked through metadata structured according to agreed-upon standards.6 

6. see http://dublincore.org/documents/dces/: ‘the dublin core Metadata Element set is a vocabulary of fifteen prop-
erties for use in resource description. the name “dublin” is due to its origin at a 1995 invitational workshop in dublin, 
ohio; “core” because its elements are broad and generic, usable for describing a wide range of resources.’ Accessed March 
29, 2020..

Fig. 2: information islands connected in PrAGMAtA.
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the first seasons of excavations at Asine took place in 1922, 1924, 1926 and 1930.7 the work 
was resumed in the 1970s after a request by the Ephoria in Nauplion due to exploitation of the area 
as a result of increased tourism. Excavations were carried out in two areas: in 1970-1974 by the shore 
in the area ‘East of the Acropolis/Karamaniolas’8 and in 1970-1978 and 1989 in different trenches on 
the slope of the barbouna hill.9 Work was also done on the barbouna slope in 1985 and the Acropolis 
in 1990.10 

With the Greek authorities’ permission, the 1926 material was transported to uppsala for stud-
ies. it was then returned to Greece awaiting further negotiations. After an agreement with the Greek 
government in 1931 the material was once again moved to uppsala by ship and train. it is now in the 
Asine collection at uppsala university. in the exchange agreement sweden received the stratigraphic 
material excavated in 1926 together with a selection of complete vessels, e.g. those from chamber 
tomb i:1 excavated by the crown Prince Gustav Adolf, which are now kept in the Mediterranean 
Museum in stockholm. in return, Greece received swedish stone Age artefacts and the restoration of 
the old Venetian building in Nauplion to a museum. in Nauplion, more or less complete vessels and 
small finds are stored today both from the graves and from the settlement from the 1920s excavations 
together with all material from the excavations from the 1970s onwards. However, the 1920s strati-
graphic material in Nauplion was unfortunately heavily mixed and culled during the second World 
War, and what little is preserved has often lost its context. 

7. Frödin and Persson 1938. see also Nordquist and Hägg 1996. For studies of material from the 1920s, see Hägg, 
Nordquist & Wells 1996. For the archaeological site of Asine, see www.sia.gr/en/articles.asp?tid=21&page=1. Accessed 
March 29, 2020.

8. dietz 1980; 1982.
9. Hägg and Fossey 1980; Hägg and Hägg 1973 with a bibliography of the literature up to 1973; Hägg and Hägg 1978; 

Nordquist 1992.
10. Wells 1988.

Fig. 3: Work in the Lower town of Asine in 1926 View from the barbouna slope. Asine photo A078.
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the idea at the time was to divide the material shipped to sweden between the universities offer-
ing studies in classical archaeology, i.e. uppsala and Lund. Fortunately, instead the collection ‘slept’ 
for many years in the cellars of an old brewery in central uppsala. the sherds and other finds were not 
suitable for exhibitions and for many years the collection was considered an economic and academic 
burden of little or no value, except possibly for some practice for students. during the 1970s work 
was initiated to make the collection available for research. since it became more accessible, several 
dissertations11 and articles based on the material have demonstrated its potential.12 the collection 
opened opportunities for studies involving quantitative methods, scientific sampling and analysing, 
as well as modern studies of animal presence and husbandry, as well as child mortality and patholo-
gy.13 Further studies and analyses are being planned by swedish and international scholars.

Asine remains one of the major archaeological sites due to the high retention rate of finds but 
also due to the for its time high standards of documentation. there exists a combined corpus of hand-
written field diaries and notes, photographs, drawn plans and sections together with archaeological 
remains. the find boxes in the Asine collection are marked with find date and context and can thus 
be related directly to the field documentation. in other words, we find here the survival of all types of 
find material together with relevant documentation. 

The artefacts and documentation

the Asine excavation was unique for its time in that the excavators aimed to preserve all excavated 
material, not only items seen as important, beautiful or datable. in the 1926 collection, ‘everything’ 
found in the stratigraphic layers may be found: ceramics (including coarse ware and worn, undiagnos-
tic sherds), many animal and some human bones, molluscs, broken small finds of terracotta, stone and 
metal, glass sherds of vessels and window glass, roof tiles and bricks, even lumps of mudbrick. How 
does one go about recording such a large collection in a meaningful way? the more complete vessels 
in Nauplion could naturally be recorded individually with museum inventory numbers. recording 
individual sherds in uppsala in a similar fashion, however, is not possible and not even a good idea. 
instead, the mass of material made quantification of different material types necessary, since some of 
the recorded contexts contained several hundred sherds weighing more than 20 kg. 

over a period of roughly 18 months, the authors did a systematic inventory of the 12.6 tons 
(stored in more than 5600 boxes) of objects (excluding the animal bones). the observations were 
entered into an Access database before inclusion in the digital resource PrAGMAtA. the first-tier 
classification of objects was done according to material, into pottery, terracotta, stone, metal, glass, 
bone and molluscs. Pottery sherds were dated according to style, from Early Helladic i to the byz-
antine period. the degree of mixing in the contexts was expressed as percentages of intrusive sherd 
material. Finally, a quantification was given both as rough numbers and as weights. overview photo-
graphs were taken of all objects (except bones). the photographs give the user of PrAGMAtA an idea 
of what the material looks like but cannot be used for research as such. 

in the field, the material had been collected and stored according to find contexts and date. the 
same information had also been written on the front of the paper boxes, and/or on wooden labels that 
lay among the finds. the collection in uppsala still retains these valuable contexts, but for preser-
vation purposes, bones, molluscs, metals and glass have had to be extracted for separate storage in 
suitably acclimatized conditions. Most of the material comes from the so-called Lower town on the 

11. Nordquist 1987, Lindblom 2001; sjöberg 2004.
12. For example, backe-Forsberg and risberg 1986; dietz 1991; Gillis et al. 1995; Hägg 1981; Höghammar 1984; 

Pullen 1990; Westermark 1980. see also several articles in Wells (ed.) 2002. 
13. ingvarsson-sundström 2008; Macheridis 2018.
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slope of the Kastraki rocky outcrop. the excavations here were mainly carried out according to arti-
ficial stratification, usually in 10 cm layers, which means that the contexts are often of mixed date. 
the stratification is further complicated by the very long habitation sequence, with repeated building 
episodes, levelling of ground, terracing and grave digging, which make it difficult to find undisturbed 
strata, but they do occur. Any user should, however, be careful to also collect any nearby contexts 
and take them into account. Finally, with the transportations to and back from Greece and between 
various storerooms, some find containers, e.g. barrels with sherds in paper bags, had broken and the 
finds were mixed up between two or three contexts.

the paper and photographic documentation has also been converted to digital information. some 
20 field diaries were kept—in swedish—by various excavators. these original handwritten diaries 
were scanned as jpg images and the text was also manually typed and linked to the images in the da-
tabase. the diaries were annotated for excavation date, page and for sketches in them. translations of 
the diaries into English are underway. However, further annotation, including incorporation of trans-
lations, remains to be done before in-depth studies by non-swedish scholars are possible. the plans 
and sections, some of them not previously published, were scanned in an A0 scanner at the uppsala 
university library and annotated for area.

the photographic record, largely on glass negatives preserved in the archives in the Mediterra-
nean Museum in stockholm, had already been converted into film negative format and scanned14 and 
the record was linked to descriptions on spreadsheets. references to illustrations in the 1938 publica-
tion by Frödin and Persson were also added. original photographic records were sparse and consisted 
of a list that seems to have been written in sweden during the publication work. this list does not 

14. the scanning was done by söderberg and Ask Arkitektkontor Ab.

Fig. 4: Find box As3521 from Lower town East, upper part, 22 March 1926, with original wooden label.



curAtiNG tHE PAst: AsiNE ANd PrAGMAtA 291

give the date when a photograph was taken, although sometimes the dates of photographs are noted 
in the diaries. but it is not easy to relate the right photo to the right date. thus, the identification of 
features under excavation and sometimes even trenches can be difficult. there are also photographs 
of finds that have now disappeared. in some cases the items may be identified through figures in the 
excavation volume, the small catalogue made for an exhibition in stockholm in 1925 or in any of 
A.W. Persson’s popular works.15 

Translations

the documentation in the 1920s was, as already stated, done in swedish. in the access database the 
contexts were translated into English. recently a translation of the diaries has also been done while 
the texts written on the plans remain in swedish. translations both in the database and of the diaries 
are of course necessary in order to make them available for international scholars, and ideally some 
way of noting translations on the plans should also be found. 

but how should the translations in the various records be synchronized? Any excavation starts 
from the top and goes down, giving new understandings, insights and ideas every day. This is reflect-
ed in the field notes. When trenches were extended, the extensions got new names: Lower town East 
was enlarged to Lower town East ii and then East Extension. Here mistakes did occur in the field. 
these were sometimes later discovered and noted under a new date or even another diary, while the 
original entry stood unchanged. How should one treat such instances? Also, the findings in the field 
are better understood as the excavation progresses. For example, the Middle Helladic ‘oval House’ 
turned out to be rectangular. However, the name was kept as a description of a trench that in part re-
vealed more Mycenaean and Hellenistic than Middle Helladic finds. the grid system of 1924 in the 
Lower town of Asine gave way to a looser trench system in 1926, which was based on broad find 
contexts. but it was not very clearly delimited and it was more difficult for latecomers to understand 
than for the persons in the field. We have trench names such as ‘Above’ and ‘below the fig tree’ and 
have to decide whether that is ‘to the south’ or ‘to the north of’ the said tree, which is fortunately 
marked on a plan. People make mistakes, mixing up east and west. A translation, possibly adding new 
mistakes, runs the risk of adding on a new layer of confusion as modern interpreters add their mistak-
en interpretation of the intentions of the original authors.

Further documentation

Additional small ‘treasure troves’ of documentation have also been found, which for some reason 
have not been kept with the main body. Although these rarely give completely new information they 
may add more details and clarifications. Likewise, photographs taken by private individuals appear 
in various archives.

Finally, there remains a large number of dated field records of the finds from various contexts 
discovered in the 1920s in the form of catalogue cards in swedish. these give information about 
much of the material that has now disappeared and may therefore be of great interest for scholars who 
want to study the site of Asine. but they also raise a number of problems, including the reliability of 
the classifications, and the various ways in which quantities are given, from individual numbers to 
percentages. the note may record that ‘ca. 1/3’ of the finds were of a certain date but give no total. 
since these notes also exist for 1926 it would be interesting to compare these records to what we 
found in the Asine collection when processing the boxes in uppsala.

15. Frödin 1925; Frödin and Persson 1938; Persson 1931.



292 GuLLöG Nordquist – MicHAEL LiNdbLoM

Possibilities

information such as dates and material categories in any recording system is only as good as the com-
bined knowledge of the recorders. this means that what we now have is a database to work on and 
with, but it cannot be trusted on details of dating and classification. As time goes by, the knowledge of 
the users will increase its reliability. At this stage it is possible to search out material types and num-
bers and/or quantifications, which periods are represented, records of buildings and installations. A 
user will find excavation notes based on dates and/or areas that may be related to the relevant diary/di-
aries. Field plans, sections, new and old photos of objects and excavation contexts can also be found. 
it is therefore possible to take on studies of various aspects with a reasonable effort for the first time, 
to sort out the find units and contexts that may be of interest for a special study. this can range from 
small, specific studies of one object or groups of finds to large projects such as dissertations. in other 
words, it is possible to take on studies on various facets with a reasonable effort for the first time. And 
there are several larger studies waiting to be done on bronze Age, Geometric and Hellenistic Asine.

A lot of work remains to be done, however. Prioritized, for example, is the continued annotation 
of diaries, plans and photos needed in order to make it possible for the users to relate one to the others. 
it will be time-consuming and further funding is therefore needed. the work will never be finished, as 
the resource will change and continued studies will alter the content descriptions. PrAGMAtA is thus 
a resource of entry, not an end. it cannot and does not replace close studies of the material. the goal is 
that future scholars incorporate their material and develop PrAGMAtA further in collaboration with 
the swedish institutes at rome and istanbul as well. in order to fulfil that goal, more money is needed 
and a new application for funding has recently been approved by the research council.

PrAGMAtA has opened up several possibilities, such as remote access to, and cross-referencing 
of, different facets of excavation records, e.g. diaries, photographs and plans. it is possible to carry out 
preliminary investigations of material in terms of periods, contexts, find combinations and material 
categories. it should be noted that the project has already demonstrated its significance, as scholars 
from abroad are starting to use the database. Asine has become internationally more accessible and 
scholars are welcome to work with the material. it is not the only project with the aim of making ar-
chaeological material more widely available. in fact, similar efforts are to be found, for example, with 
the agora excavations in Athens, just to mention one example.
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