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Abstract 

The field of marine archaeology investigates shipwrecks and harbors. Utilizing scientific and technological 

advancements, it has uncovered ocean mysteries. Elias Stadiatis, a sponge diver, made the first shipwreck dive 

off the coast of Greece in 1899. Shipwrecks during World War II contributed to maritime archaeology. In the 

second half of the 20th century, scuba diving and underwater robotics increased the number of marine 

archaeologists worldwide. By revealing new sites, side-scan sonar, and magnetometers have altered maritime 

archaeology. Mary Rose, a ship from the Tudor period, sank in 1545 off the coast of England, whereas the Vasa 

sank in 1628 while on its maiden voyage. The Uluburun Shipwreck of 1982 transformed the field. ROVs and 

AUVs equipped with high-definition cameras and robotic appendages have altered the area. This article 

examines the fascinating history of marine archaeology, emphasizing significant milestones and the impact of 

advances in research methodologies. 
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Introduction 

 

Maritime archaeology, also referred to as underwater archaeology, is the study of the traces of human activity 

that have been left underwater. These remnants may include shipwrecks, harbors, and other maritime-related 

objects. The field of marine archaeology has undergone significant development over the past few centuries, 

incorporating a wide range of scientific and technological advancements in order to uncover the mysteries that 

lay concealed beneath the waters of the world's oceans.  Through the methodical study of shipwrecks, sunken 

cities, and other submerged archaeological sites, this field has made significant contributions to our 

comprehension of human history, trade routes, seafaring technologies, and maritime cultures. Over the course 

of its history, maritime archaeology has developed into a discipline that combines time-honored archaeological 

practices with cutting-edge technological instruments in order to solve the mysteries buried beneath the sea. 

This article explores the fascinating history of marine archaeology, highlighting significant milestones along 
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the way as well as the impact of advances in research methodologies and how they have aided in surveying and 

excavating sites. 

 

Early History of Maritime Archaeology 

The origins of maritime archaeology can be traced all the way back to antiquity. Ancient cultures such as the 

Greeks, Egyptians, and Phoenicians recognized the significance of maritime trade and developed sophisticated 

shipbuilding techniques. As archaeological evidence of their seafaring prowess, these early civilizations left 

behind an assortment of maritime artifacts, such as pottery, anchors, and amphorae. During the Renaissance, 

the discovery of several shipwrecks sparked interest in the historical significance of these sunken vessels. This 

renewed interest in maritime study occurred during the Renaissance. The origins of maritime archaeology can 

be traced back to the 16th century when the Italian polymath Leonardo da Vinci designed a diving apparatus 

that could be used to explore the ocean's depths. This is considered the first attempt at maritime archaeology 

ever made. However, significant advances in the discipline of oceanography did not occur until the latter half 

of the nineteenth century. In 1899, Greek sponge diver Elias Stadiatis made the first effective dive on a 

shipwreck when he discovered the Antikythera wreck off the Greek coast. The shipwreck contained numerous 

artifacts from antiquity, including the renowned Antikythera mechanism, which was used to calculate the 

positions of stars and planets in the sky.  

 Maritime History in the Early 20s 

 New technology was developed in the early part of the 20th century, which completely altered the way that 

undersea research was conducted. Auguste Piccard, a Frenchman, is credited with making the first effective use 

of a diving helmet in 1914. He wore it while exploring the depths of Lake Geneva with the intention of 

discovering new things. In 1937, the American archaeologist George Bass conducted the first underwater 

archaeological excavation when he discovered a Bronze Age shipwreck off the coast of Turkey. The shipwreck 

belonged to a civilization that existed during the Bronze Age. Later in life, Bass established himself as a leading 

figure in the emerging field of modern maritime archaeology. He was instrumental in the creation of innovative 

procedures for the excavation and preservation of submerged sites. 

The Second World War was a pivotal event in the progression of maritime archaeology, playing a vital part in 

its development. During the conflict, submarines and other forms of underwater technology were utilized, which 

resulted in the uncovering of a number of sunken ships. Following the conclusion of World War II, a large 

number of naval architects and engineers developed an interest in underwater archaeology, which resulted in 

the creation of new methods for the examination of shipwrecks. 

The decades of the 1960s and 1970s witnessed the birth of a novel methodology for the field of maritime 

archaeology, which came to be known as the "New Archaeology." This methodology placed a strong emphasis 

on the application of scientific methods and theory in archaeology, and as a result, the field of maritime 

archaeology was significantly influenced by its adoption. As a result of the New Archaeology, innovative 

approaches to the study of artifacts and the interpretation of archaeological sites were developed. 

 

What happened in the late 20s and beyond? 

In the latter half of the 20th century, the number of maritime archaeologists active in various parts of the globe 

increased dramatically. This was facilitated in part by the development of scuba diving, which made it simpler 

for archaeologists to investigate underwater sites. This resulted in the uncovering of additional underwater 

locations. In addition, the development of new technologies, such as underwater robotics, has enabled the study 

of previously inaccessible regions. This has made previously inaccessible regions accessible for investigation. 
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In recent years, the implementation of remote sensing methodologies has become one of the most prominent 

trends in the field of maritime archaeology. Several technologies, including side-scan sonar and magnetometers, 

are utilized by remote sensing in order to locate underwater locations. The development of these techniques has 

revolutionized underwater archaeology by enabling the discovery and investigation of previously undiscovered 

sites. Robert Ballard was the individual who made the renowned discovery of the RMS Titanic disaster in 1985. 

These instruments were essential to that discovery. 

 

Significant Advancements and Case Studies 

1. Mary Rose 

In the discipline of marine archaeology, the excavation of the Mary Rose, a Tudor warship that sank off the 

coast of England in 1545, is widely regarded as one of the most important and significant case studies. Following 

its rediscovery in 1971, the Mary Rose was subjected to an excavation that spanned more than two decades and 

yielded an abundance of information regarding ship construction, weaponry, and the daily lives of sailors. The 

Mary Rose Museum in Portsmouth is where the shipwreck's salvaged artifacts are presently on display. 

2. The Vasa 

Another significant example is the warship known as the Vasa, which was constructed in the 17th century and 

perished on its maiden voyage in 1628 in Stockholm, Sweden. The briny waters of the Baltic Sea significantly 

contributed to the ship's remarkable preservation. The Vasa was excavated in the 1960s, resulting in the 

discovery of intricate carvings, an abundance of antiquities, and information regarding shipbuilding practices 

of the time. Many of the ship's artifacts are on exhibit at the Vasa Museum in Stockholm. 

3. The Uluburun Shipwreck 

In 1982, the discovery of the shipwreck known as the Uluburun Shipwreck off the coast of Turkey marked a 

significant turning point in the field of marine archaeology. This shipwreck from the Late Bronze Age, which 

occurred around 1300 BCE, contained a variety of goods that cast significant light on the global trade networks 

that existed during that time. The excavation uncovered a vast assortment of objects, including Egyptian 

antiquities, copper ingots, precious metals, ivory, and ceramics. 

 

Technological Advancements 

Over the past several decades, the field of maritime archaeology has witnessed significant technological 

advancements that have revolutionized the field. Remotely operated vehicles, also known as ROVs, and 

autonomous underwater vehicles, also known as AUVs, equipped with high-definition cameras and robotic 

limbs, have facilitated the excavation and documentation of underwater sites. Due to these instruments, 

archaeologists can now investigate depths and sites that were previously inaccessible to human divers. 

Sonar mapping devices, such as multibeam and sub-bottom profilers, have significantly enhanced the capacity 

to map underwater landscapes and locate submerged features. Using 3D imagery and photogrammetry 

techniques, it is possible to create highly accurate digital representations of artifacts and locations. In addition, 

advancements in DNA analysis and isotopic research have provided insights into the diets, origins, and genetic 

connections of maritime-dwelling communities of the past. 
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Legal Frameworks and Conservation 

As maritime archaeology grew in prominence, it became apparent that legislative frameworks were necessary 

to preserve the cultural heritage of submerged sites. The UNESCO Convention on the Protection of Underwater 

Cultural Heritage was ratified in 2001. This convention established a global framework for the preservation and 

management of underwater archaeological sites. This convention emphasized the importance of scientific 

research, public awareness, and international cooperation in the process of preserving and understanding our 

maritime history. 

 

Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Approaches 

In recent years, maritime archaeology has become a highly interdisciplinary field, with researchers from 

disciplines such as geology, oceanography, anthropology, and conservation collaborating together. Combining 

a number of scientific disciplines allows researchers to gain a more comprehensive understanding of maritime 

history and its effects on society. 

 

Conclusion 

In recent years, maritime archaeology has grown in importance due to the light it reflects on the history of 

seafaring, maritime trade routes, and maritime cultures. Significant case studies such as the Mary Rose, the 

Vasa, and the Uluburun Shipwreck have contributed significantly to our understanding of maritime heritage. 

These projects exemplify the multidisciplinary nature of maritime archaeology because they combine historical 

research, archaeological excavation, and scientific analysis to uncover the mysteries that lay beneath the water's 

surface.  

The preservation of World Cultural Heritage sites was also an essential aspect of maritime archaeology's 

activity. As a natural consequence of the relentless march of technological progress, our comprehension of how 

humans interact with the ocean will inevitably be enhanced as new scientific findings and novel perspectives 

emerge. 
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