
A. E.VAN GIFFEN AS ARCHAEOZOOLOGIST 

A. T. Clason 

CONTENTS 

1. INTRODUCTION 

2. VAN GIFFEN: 1908-1913 

3. 1913: DIE FAUNA DER W URTEN 

4. VAN GIFFEN AFTER 1913 

5. VAN GIFFEN IN T HE FIFTIES AND LATER 

6. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

7. REFERENCES 

8. KEYWORDS 



2 A.T.CLASON 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The founder of the Biologisch-Archaeologisch 
Instituut (B.AJ. ) of the State University of 
Groningen, the late Prof. Dr. A. E.van Giffen, 
started his scientific career at the beginning 
of the 20th century as a student of biology 
at the University of Groningen in the Neth
erlands. In 1913 he concluded his doctoral 
research with a thesis concerning the subfossil 
faunal remains collected from pre- and pro
tohistoric settlements in the clay region of the 
Northern Netherlands. W hen I was reading 
Van Giffen's thesis anew I was struck by the 
fact that he approached archaeozoological 
problems in a way that is, at least partly, still 
relevant today. 

From 1920 to 1954 Prof. van Giffen was 
director of the B.A.I. On the recommendation 
of his successor, Prof. Dr. H.T.Waterbolk, 
systematic archaeozoological research was star
ted in Groningen in 1959. This was 25 years 
ago. 

So far, little attention has been paid to the 
archaeozoological work of Van Giffen and to 
his interest in zoology in general (Clason, 
1973). 

The object of this paper is to call attention 
to this part of Van Giffen's scientific career. 

2. VAN GIFFEN: 1908-1913 

In 1908, Van Giffen, when still a student, was 
appointed by the Centraal Bureau ter verspl'ei
ding van kennis van Groningen en omgelegen 
streken (Central Bureau for the knowledge of 
the province of Groningen and surrounding 
areas) as an assistant to supervise the com
mercial excavation of the tel'p Dorkwerd north 
of Groningen (Van Giffen, 1913a; 1922). He 
started to collect regularly animal remains and 
other finds from Dorkwerd and other terpen 
in the provinces of Groningen and Friesland 
in the north of the Netherlands. The tel'pen 
were at that time excavated for commercial 
purposes. Through the ages they had been 
heightened by layers of cow dung and clay 
sods, which proved to be excellent manure for 
the poor sandy soils of the province of Dren
the, south of Groningen. The earliest terpen 
started their growth in the 6th century B.C. 
The tel'pen only lost their function of protec-

ting man and beast against the sea after the 
building of sea-dikes started in the 11 th cen
tury A.D. (Waterbolk & Boersma, 1976). The 
results of a study of the construction of the 
terp of Dorkwerd and of archaeological finds 
from that tel'p other than bones were published 
by Van Giffen (1913a) as part of his doctoral 
thesis Die Fauna del' Wul'ten. He included also 
a description of the faunal remains from other 
tel'pen. In 1912 Van Giffen was under pressure 
to finish his research and to obtain his doctoral 
degree so that he could be appointed as keeper 
of the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden in Leiden. 
As a result, the book was shortened and the 
part about the domestic animals was not 
included. It has never been published as part 
I1, as was originally the intention. 

3. 1913: DIE FAUNA DER WURTEN 

Van Giffen chose this title for his thesis very 
deliberately. In the 19th century Riitimeyer 
(1862) had published the results of his study 
of the animal remains collected from the Swiss 
lake dwellings in a book entitled Die Fauna 
del' Pfahlbauten del' Schweiz. By adopting the 
title Die Fauna del' Wurten Van Giffen wanted 
to stress the fact that in his opinion it was 
as important to study and publish the faunal 
remains from the tel'pen area as those from 
the Swiss lake villages. It was also his intention 
to compare both faunas. 

Up to 1913, C.Broekema (1910) and L. Broe
kema (1908; 1909a; 1909b; 1910; 1912) had 
published short articles on the remains of the 
aurochs, cattle, horse, sheep and pig from the 
terpen area in the agricultural journal Cultura. 
Bakker (1909) used the cattle remains from 
the terpen for his hypothesis of the descent 
of Dutch cattle. Unlike these authors, Van 
Giffen intended to give a survey of all the 
domestic species of the tel'pen area and to place 
them in a European geographical and histo
rical context. 

Van Giffen expected the study of subfossil 
animal bones from the tel'pen to contribute 
to a better understanding of the life and work 
of our predecessors, but also to shed light on 
the descent and inter-relatedness of our do
mestic animals in the past. This could give 
indications on the relationship of recent do
mestic animals with animals of the past, both 



A.E. van GijJen as archaeozoologist 3 

wild and domesticated, and also on the dis
tribution of domestic animals and the cultures 
they belonged to. 

Wenn wir uns jetzt noch die Frage vorlegen, was von 
einer Bearbeitung der erwahnten Fauna zu erwarten 
ist, so ist es klar, dasz wir dadurch ein besseres Bild 
gewinnen werden von dem Tun und Treiben unserer 
Vorfahren. Auch kann sie dazu beitragen, ein wenig 
mehr Licht zu werfen auf und in das dunkle Ab
stammungsproblem unserer Haustiere und auf ihre 
a

'
lteren verwandtschaftlichen Beziehungen. Diese 

Kenntnis kann wiederum fUr die jetzige Viehzucht 
von Nutzen sein. Umgekehrt kannen wir aber aus 
der Verwandtschaft mit rezenten Formen einerseits, 
mit alteren zahmen und wilden T ieren derselben oder 
anderer Gegenden andererseits, ein Bild, wenigstens 
einige Anhaltspunkte, gewinnen von den Wander
strassen dieser Tiere, wie auch von der Herkunft der 
Kultur, zwischen deren Resten sie aufgefunden wor
den sind. 

(p.49) 

Van Giffen saw in 1913 the discipline of 
archaeozoology, or Haustierkunde (the study 
of domestic animals) as it was called then, as 
an 'independent discipline alongside archae
ology and philology, 

In dieser Weise kann dann auch die Haustierkunde 
als selbstandige W issenschaft neben Archaeologie und 
Philologie betrieben werden und mit dazu dienen, das 
schwierige Problem der prae- und protohistorischen 
Kulturstramungen, Handelsbeziehungen und Valker
wanderungen zu lasen. In jener Weise wird man si ch 
eine neue selbstandige Hilfswissenschaft fUr die Pal
ethnographie denken kannen. Vorausgesetzt wird 
nattirlich dabei, dasz diese W issenschaft, soviel wie 
maglich, unabhangig arbeitet von ihren eben genann
ten Schwestern. (Fiir die Kulturpflanzen gilt natiirlich 
dasselbe.) 

(p.49) 

A new aspect in the work of Van Giffen is 
that in his opinion it is necessary to add to 
the description of the animal remains the 
measurements that could be taken of the 
bones, These measurements should be clearly 
defined and always be the same, This necessity 
still exists in 1983, Van Giffen used the mea
surements published by Hue (1907) for this 
purpose. 

Die Masze habe ich als tatsachliches Material voran
gestellt, weil dieselben dann auch von anderen ver
wertet und ausgearbeitet werden kannen, und in dieser 
Weise eine maglichst genaue Kontrolle stattfinden 
kann. In dieser Beziehung muss ich es sehr bedauern, 
dasz die Arbeit von Prof. W indle and Herrn Hum-

preys: 'On some Cranial and Dental Characters of 
the Domestic Dog' nur die relativen Masze statt der 
absoluten bringt, und ich dieselbe deswegen nicht fUr 
meine Zwecke brauchen konnte, wiewohl sie sehr viele 
Masze von rezenten Rassen enthalt, und sich sonst 
zur Vergleichung mit den heutigen Hunden sehr 
geeignet hatte. 

Da nun in der Literatur die osteometrischen An
gaben sehr verschieden dargestellt worden sind, und 
die Masze nur selten nach einem bestimmten Plan 
gegeben werden (vergleiche aber Woldrich (104)), und 
demnach Vergleichung sehr zeitraubend ist, halte ich 
es fUr zweckmaszig, mich bei meiner Arbeit nach dem, 
diese Liicke ausfUllenden, Buche von Edmond Hue 
iiber 'Osteometrie des Mammiferes' (13) zu richten 
und genau anzugeben, welche die genommenen Masze 
sind. Zu diesem Zwecke habe ich Zeichnungen, ent
sprecheI,ld den von ihm gegebenen Figuren, anfertigen 
lassen, und darin iiberall die namlichen Buchstaben 
eingetragen, es sei denn, dasz ich Masze gebraucht 
habe, welche er nicht angibt. 

(p.63) 

The drawings of bones with indications of the 
measurement points were not published in Die 
Fauna der Wurten, but were intended to be 
included in part 11. These drawings have not 
been found again. 

Another new idea was that, though at the 
time it was generally known which domestic 
animals were kept by the inhabitants of the 
terpen region, less was known, or nothing at 
all, about the animals themselves. Van Giffen 
calls this the problem of variability (p,54). 

To get a better understanding of this va
riability Van Giffen used statistics for the 
evaluation of metric data, He used the statistics 
worked out by the geneticist Dr. T. Tammes 
(1907) for her research on the flax stem (Linum 
sativum), 

Anders wird aber die Aufgabe, wenn man sich nicht 
fragt, we/clle Haustiere in der Wurtenzeit vorkommen, 
sondern \Vie diesel ben beschaffen waren. Diese Frage 
der Lasung naher zu bringen, stellt an den Unter
sucher schon bedeutend hahere Anspriiche. 

(p.55) 

and 

Im Folgenden werden wir mit einer statistischen 
Bearbeitung der Haustierreste anfangen und sehen, 
ob diese Methode auch etwas ans licht zu bringen 
vermag. Dieselbe wurde meines Erachtens bis jetzt 
zu wenig verwertet, auch in solchen Fallen wo die 
Fiille des Materiales ihre Anwendung gestattet ha ben 
wiirde; ja bei den praehistorischen Knochen fand sie 
bis jetzt wohl gar keine Verwendung. 

(p.57) 

and 
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Wir wo lien versuchen, aus der statistischen Zusam
menstellung verschiedener Merkmale die Variabilitat 
kennen zu lernen und sehen ob diese auf bestimmte 
Mittelwerte hindeutet oder nicht, und ob bestimmte 
Groszen verschiedener Merkmale zusammenhangen, 
korrelativ verwandt sind odeI' nicht. Daraus wollen 
wir dann wieder versuchen, ein Urteil zu gewinnen 
iiber das Vorhanden sein odeI' fehlen konstanter 
Haustiertypen, denen in der Literatur (Ofters nur nach 
quantitativen Maszunterschieden), bestlmmte Namen 
zugelegt sind und der Wert von Rassen oder Spezles 
zuerkannt worden ist. 

(p.57) 

Die statistische Zusammenstellung, das Berechnen del' 
Frequenzkurve, Mediane, des Quartils u:s.w:, das 
Darstellen von Korrelationstafeln machte Ich In der 
Weise wie es Fraulein Dr. T. Tammes in ihrem Buche 
iiber den Flachsstengel auseinandersetzt (106, S.32, 
33, 39 u.f.). Uberdies habe ich auch noch graphische 
Darstellungen verwertet; namentlich ha be ich, nach
dem ich den Maximum- und Minimumvarianten fiir 
ein bestimmtes Merkmal herausgesucht und die Dif
ferenz in eine bestimmte Anzahl Intervalle verteilt 
hatte, iiber jedem Intervalle in Reihenfolge die Rang
nummer del' dazugehorigen Knochen oder Schadel 
gestellt. Wir konnen dann aus diesen Darstellungen 
verschiedener Merkmale der nahmlichen Ueberreste 
ersehen, ob die Knochen (respektive Schadel) immer 
an derselben Stelle in del' graphischen Darstellung 
stehen odeI' nicht. Wir konnen also wahrnehmen, ob 
der Knochen oder das Schadelmerkmal einer Aus
nahme odeI' einem Mittelwerte entspricht,' ob die 
Maximum- und Minimumvarianten eines bestimmten 
Merkmafes auch als solche fUr ein anderes Merkmal 
desselben Knochens odeI' Schadels gelten oder nicht 
u.s.w. 

Die Variabilitat korrespondierender Merkmale fUr 
gleichartige Knochen festzustellen, ist also die erste 
Aufgabe, danach kommt es aber darauf an, au.szu
machen, wie diese Variabilitatsgrenzen slch denJem
gen del' in del' Literatur beschriebenen Formen und 
der wilden Verwandten gegeniiber verhalten, od er 
umgekehrt. 

(pp.63-64) 

As already mentioned above, Van Giffen did 
not carry out this intention in Die Fauna del' 
Wurten. He only discussed some of the results 
of his research. 

In 1913 Van Giffen mentions that, according 
to him, the cattle from the terpen were pro
bably of monophyletic descent. Neither in the 
form of the horn cores nor in the length of 
the metapodia was Van Giffen able to find 
the four different forms: Primigenius, Brachy
ceros, Aceratos and Brachycephalus, that were 
at that time recognized as belonging to pre
history. He ends his discussion as follows: 

Liegt nun der Gedanke nicht nahe, der Brachyceros 
sei eine Kiimmerform des Primigenius, und der Ace
ratos (hornless, A.T.C.) eine des brachyceren Typus, 
und die Abstammung sei monophyletisch? 

(p.62) 

At present the aurochs is considered as the 
progenitor of domesticated cattle (Herre & 
Rohrs, 1973). 

The skull of a wild pig - Sus sero/a, from 
the terp Cornjum northwest of Leeuwarden 
in the province of Friesland was compared 
with two skulls of the Indian wild pig (Sus 
vittatus from Sumatra) because it was consi
dered by a few as the wild parent species for 
Sus palustris domesticus. Van Giffen came to 
the conclusion that the skull of Sus vittatus 
differed from those of the wild pigs described 
by Riitimeyer, and that the skull from Corn
jum was comparable to the Swiss lake pig 
skulls. He intended to return to this compa
rison when he discussed the remains of do
mestic pigs. Although Van Giffen had only 
one skull and an upper jaw available for 
comparison he ended his description by de
claring that 

den riesigen Dimensionen del' Wurtenwildschweines 
auf dessen zahlreiches Vorkommen in der damaligen 
Zeit mit einiger Sicherheit schliesen zu diirfen. 

(p.123) 

4. VAN GIFFEN AFTER 1913 

In Van Giffen's later archaeozoological work, 
only data of dog skulls were statistically evalu
ated. In a paper from 1915-16 he found that 
the dogs from the terpen area (c. 600 B.C. -
1000 A.D.) formed a homogeneous group, 
comparable to a small group of dogs with the 
same variation in measurements from Bronze 
Age lake settlements in Switzerland. The ma
jority of the dog skulls from the Bronze Age 
and Neolithic Swiss lake settlements were small
er, however. These smaller dogs had, according 
to Van Giffen, characteristic features of the 
jackal - Canis aureus, and must have developed 
from this species. The larger Bronze Age dogs 
in Switzerland and those of the terpen must, 
however, have had characteristics of the wolf 
- Canis lupus, and must have had this species 
as progenitor. Van Giffen thus chose for a 
polyphyletic descent of the dog. In 1983 the 
descent is considered to be monophylitic, with 
the wolf - Canis lupus, as wild progenitor (Herre 
& Rohrs, 1973; Clutton-Brock, 1981). 

Although more archaeozoological publica
tions followed later (Van Giffen, 1913b; 1915-
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16; 1917; 1927; 1928), Van Giffen soon became 
a full-time archaeologist. In 1921, on the oc
casion of the official opening of the B.A.!., Van 
Giffen (1922) mentions three tasks for the new 
Institute: first, the study of organic remains both 
zoological and botanical, second, the study of 
prehistory, third, the study of geology. In the 
lecture with which Van Giffen, in 1930, took 
up his post as a lecturer at the Groningen State 
University, zoology is only mentioned in an 
indirect way when he addresses his former 
director J.F. van Bemmelen and promised to 
redeem his debt of honour (probably meaning 
the publication of part II of Die Fauna del' 
Wul'ten). 

5. VAN GIFFEN IN THE FIFTIES AND 
LATER 

Waterbolk (1973; 1975-1976) mentions the fact 
that Van Giffen always had an open mind 
concerning new developments that could be 
useful for archaeological research. The use
fulness of pollen analysis for dating purposes 
and the reconstruction of past vegetaticins and 
climates was fully recognized by Van Giffen. 
In 1950, he stimulated the physicist De Vries 
to start C14-dating in Groningen and he 
engaged Van Zeist in 1953 for pollenanalytical 
research. A zoologist was not appointed by 
Van Giffen although the work of Kuhn (1935; 
1937; 1946), Hescheler (1920), Hescheler & 
Rueger (1940; 1942) in Switzerland, and Nobis 
(1955) in Germany had laid the basis for the 
research of faunal complexes from single sett
lements. In the fifties, it was in the first place 
the German veterinarian Boessneck (1956; 
1958) who saw the importance of this kind 
of archaeozoological research. Together with 
his collaborators and students he undertook 
research on a large scale on subfossil faunal 
material from numerous settlements, stimu

lating others to do the same. In 1952 Van 
Giffen described the animal remains collected 
already in 1927 (Van Giffen, 1950) in the 
Bolleveen near Zeijen in the province of Dren
the, as a single complex. In 1953 he again 
published' some data concerning prehistoric 
dogs. Also, after his retirement in 1954, he 
showed an interest in archaeozoological re
search. Could it be that Van Giffen still con
sidered himself active in the field of zoological 

research until the last years of his directorship? 
W hen in 1952 the Vereniging voor Zoog

dierkunde en Zoogdierbescherming (V.Z.Z.) 
(Society for the Study and Protection of Mam
mals) was founded, Van Giffen became a 
member of this new society and attended the 
meetings regularly. The V.Z.Z. appointed Van 
Giffen as a Honorary member during the 
winter meeting of 27th January 1968, at 
Gouda, for his contributions to the study of 
zoology. In October, 1970, the members of 
the V.Z.Z. met in Groningen and visited the 
tel'pen region afterwards. On this occasion, in 
Ezinge Van Giffen, at the age of 86, gave a 
lecture on his excavations of this terp in the 
early 1930's, standing before the steep profile 
left after the excavations. 
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