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❐ ABSTRACT
Preliminary results of the pluri-annual archaeological project at the coastal site of Anse à la Gourde on the east
end of Grande-Terre, Guadeloupe will be presented. The first five years (1995-1999) of excavations at this site
have provided insights into its settlement structure and material culture from A.D. 400 till 1400. In this paper
the organisation, history and environmental setting will be presented.

Resumen
Los resultados preliminarios del projecto pluri-annual del sitio costero de Anse à la Gourde, a l’este de Grande-
Terre, Guadeloupe, son presentado. Los cincos primeos anos des excavaciones (1995-1999) en este sitio han resul-
tado en informacion sobre los estructuras de habitacion y cultura material de approx. 400 a 1400 D.C. En este
papel la organisacion, la historia y el contexto environmental estan discutado.

Résumé
Sont présentés dans cette communication les résultats préliminaires du projet pluri-annuel sur le site côtier de
l’Anse à la Gourde, à l’est de la Grande-Terre, Guadeloupe. Les cinq premières années (1995-1999) de fouilles sur
ce site ont livré des données concernant des structures d’habitat et la culture matérielle d’environ 400 à 1400 ap
J.C. Sont présentés l’organisation, l’historique des recherches et le contexte environnemental.

❐ INTRODUCTION

The coastal site of Anse à la Gourde, on the east end of Grande-Terre, Guadeloupe (Figure 1), has
been the subject of excavations since 1995. The present paper deals with the organisation, the history
and environmental setting.

❐ ORGANISATION

An international cooperation program was signed between the Archaeological Service of the
Direction Régionale des Affaires Culturelles of Guadeloupe (DRAC) and the Faculty of Archaeology of
Leiden University in 1993. Due to this cooperation, the number of archaeological projects on
Guadeloupe has increased considerably. Excavations have been conducted in Grande Terre, at the sites
of Morel (1993, 1995, 1999), Pointe Canot (1994), Pointe Helleux (1994, 1997) and Anse à l’Eau (1999),
in Basse Terre at Trois-Rivières (1994) and in the other islands at Terre de Bas (1994, 1995), La Désirade
(1995, 1999) and Marie-Galante (1999).

The large-scale, pluri-annual archaeological project at the site of Anse à la Gourde (1995-1999) best
illustrates the possibilities and perspectives of the Franco-Dutch cooperative venture.

The joint scientific and administrative input has:
- at first opened new financing perspectives on both a local as well as in a broader Caribbean

context. The excavations at Anse à la Gourde are financed by the Conseil Régional de Guadeloupe, the
french Ministery of Culture, Leiden University and the town of Saint-François.

- secondly, enlarged the possibilities for large scale excavations with advanced methods and tech-
niques as well as for post-field analyses at the DRAC and Leiden University.

- thirdly, broadened the network of specialists from the Netherlands, France and the United States

156



who are involved in the studies of geology, geomorphology, paleobotany, isotope analysis and DNA
analysis.

- fourthly, opened the possibilities for a fieldschool during three months each year. It has raised
the level of training of French, Dutch, English, German, Canadian and Guadeloupean students, and
has already resulted in a number of master’s and PhD theses. PhD, projects like the survey project by
Maaike de Waal on the eastern part of the guadeloupean archipelago, the faunal research by Sandrine
Grouard and the use wear analysis by Yvonne Keysers have been started at Leiden and Paris
Universities.

The management of the excavations is conducted by the Association for the Research and the
Promotion of Archaeology in Guadeloupe, headed by Claude Muszynski-Delpuech.

❐ HISTORY OF RESEARCH

Edgar Clerc and Maurice Barbotin were the first to mention the site of Anse à la Gourde, thirty
years ago where they made some testpits (Barbotin 1991). In 1975, Pierre Verin was authorized to
conduct excavations at the site. Unfortunately, no reports or publications are available from these
investigations.

During the mid-eighties, Pierre Bodu made some salvage investigations which were noted in a
small report (Bodu 1984).

After a prospection in 1994 by Corinne Hofman, Menno Hoogland and myself, it was decided to
start systematic excavations at this site. In the light of the international cooperation program, a five
year project was started in 1995 (Delpuech 1998a and b; Delpuech et al. 1996 a and b).

❐ ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

Geographical situation

Anse à la Gourde is situated on the east part of the limestone island of Grande=Terre, Guadeloupe.
The site is located on a narrow piece of land which is approximately 500 m to 1 km wide and ends at
the Pointe des Châteaux.

Anse à la Gourde is a large bay 1 km in length protected from the sea by a reef barrier. The sand
beach rises rapidly and forms a coastal dune of three to four meters above sea level. To the rear of the
dunes is a small depression covered by vegetation. Behind that, the calcareous substrate often surfaces
and rises to the summit on the peninsula which culminates at 21 m.

The climate of this region is one of the most arid of the Guadeloupean archipelago, with an ave-
rage rainfall of 1000 mm/year. The vegetation of this zone is clearly xerophile.

Anse à la Gourde faces north to the Atlantic Ocean. From this site, maritime access is easy to the
north of Grande-Terre as well as to the east, to the islands of La Désirade and Petite-Terre. There is also
access to the south, to the Petit Cul-de-Sac marin, the mountainous Basse-Terre and the island of Marie-
Galante. For seafarers and fishermen, this strategic situation seems evident.

Environmental history

The environmental and archaeological study at Anse à la Gourde is incorporated in a more gene-
ral research program which covers the island of Grande-Terre and beyond that, the whole
Guadeloupean archipelago.
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Along the atlantic coast of Grande-Terre, we observe a series of littoral platforms situated between
3 and 5 meters above sea level. These terraces are dominated by the calcareous plateau of Grande-Terre
between 30 to 60 meters in altitude. On these littoral terraces, we find numerous Amerindian sites. The
most important ones are: Anse Sainte-Marguerite, Morel, Anse à l’Eau and Anse à la Gourde.

In this context of coastal sites, environmental studies are essential for reconstructing variation in
sealevel, the evolution of beach formation and the sedimentary dynamics of archaeological sites.

A recent study on the Grand Cul-de-Sac marin (Feller et al. 1992), to the west of Grande-Terre, per-
mits to conclude that there was:

- a rapid rise of the sea level between 7000 and 4000 B.P., of approximately 3,4 m/1000 years,
- a much slower rise afterwards between 4000 B.P. and A.D. 1000, of approximately 0,8 m/1000

years,
- a relatively important rise of the sea level after the year 1000 of a minimum of 1,80 m, 
It remains to see whether these conclusions are connected to regional processes which affect the

whole of the Lesser Antilles and/or are connected to a local tectonic activity.
The meteorological conditions have also to been considered, notably the very important impact of

hurricanes on the processes of erosion. For example the hurricane of 1928 resulted in a flooding and
submersion of the islands of the Petit Cul-de-Sac under 4 m of water. The regular passage of such hur-
ricane events results in the destructive geomorphological change of beaches and play an important role
in the destruction of archaeological sites. We have experienced such events after the passage of the hur-
ricanes Luis and Marylin in september 1995 on numerous sites in Guadeloupe.

Our research on the beach of Morel has shown a complete change of topography of the site since
two millenia. The study of ancient areal photographs show that, during the last 50 years, the beach has
retreated 30 m (Hofman et al. 1999).

The first geomorphological analyses at Anse à la Gourde permits to propose the following evolu-
tion of coastal transformation (Figure 2):

- In a first phase: before A.D. 600, sea level was 1 to 2 m below the actual one. The configuration
was very different than now. A sandy coastal bar obstructs the actual bay which was then a salina like
the actual Grande Saline of the Pointe des Châteaux.

- In a second phase: between AD 600 and 1000, the rise of sea level entails a rupture of the offsho-
re bar and invasion of the salina by the sea. A mangrove developed in the western part. During this
phase, a marine erosion gradually destroyed the offshore bar. The clayish levels deposited at the bot-
tom of the salinas also eroded.

- During a last phase; after A.D. 1000, the offshore bar is completely destroyed and only a reef bar-
rier remains. A new sandy beach appeared on the southern shore of the ancient salina.  The present
coastal dunes developed at that moment.

Today, the current processes result in a slow erosion of the dune and a retreat of the coastline. The
archaeological layers are regularly eroded during heavy storms such as hurricane Hugo in 1989 and
Luis in 1995.

❐ CONCLUSION

In the case of a coastal site like Anse à la Gourde, the reconstruction of the successive paleo-envi-
ronments is paramount for the understanding of the precolumbian settlement patterns. Furthermore,
these studies permit us to understand the post-depositional processes and evaluate the conservation
of the archaeological remains and their representativity.
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❐ FIGURE CAPTIONS

Figure 1. Map of Guadeloupe showing the site of Anse à la Gourde. 

Figure 2. Schematic drawing of the coastal transformation processes at Anse à la Gourde.
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Figure 1. Map of Guadeloupe showing the site of Anse à la Gourde. 
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Figure 2. Schematic drawing of the coastal transformation 
processes at Anse à la Gourde.




