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Why are urban soils so
important for archaeologists ?



Soils & Sediments = 
matrix where artefacts are found 
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Soils & Sediments = 
witness of  ancient activities

Rue d’Une Personne/ Eenmansstraat



Soil & Sediments = witness of  
landscape evolution



Soils & Sediments
= resource





0 500 m

Legend

1st city wall

2nd city wall







Ypres

Ghent

Aalst

Tongeren

Lier

Antwerp

Vilvoorde
Oudenaarde





Dark Earth             vs. Microstratified layers
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Micromorphology

•Micromorphology is the study of  soils and sediments in 

their undisturbed state at the microscopic level. 









What is Urban Dark Earth ?
• an expression used in 

urban archaeology to 
designate homogeneous
thick dark coloured units 
that are often rich in 
human materials and that 
cover large surfaces 
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Homogeneous ?





Site biographies: Court of  Hoogstraeten
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Finish

Ancient (soil) pollution
How to quantify?
• Background noise
• Taphonomical study
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Brucity/Parking 58. Un ancien quai de Senne à Bruxelles 
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The Senne river in glacial times: a braided river

Rue d’Aerschot
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The Senne river in Roman times: a meandering river







Site of  Rue des Boîteux/Rue d’Argent



Brucity/Parking 58. Un ancien quai de Senne à Bruxelles 
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Conclusions
•Urban soils have a memory
•Detect spatial organisation patterns and their evolution 
through time
•Understand interaction between nature and the urban 
population
•Obtain objective data on the evolution of  pollution in 
towns
•Understand changes in the landscape (relief, river beds, 
vegetation, etc.)
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