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Notes for readers

This book is intended primarily as a work of reference for British archaeology, covering the Palaeolithic to post-Medieval periods, up to the end of the second world war. Specialised terms used by archaeologists to describe artefacts, practices and theories within each of the periods are explained – these are featured in bold type and are often accompanied by illustrations. Terms that can be applied across many periods are explained in chapters 10 to 12, which deal with more general terminology and archaeological practices. Where new terms have been introduced, the old terms are also mentioned to arm readers with as much information as possible for further research. References are not included within the text as this is not meant to be an academic work, but bibliographical references at the end of each section and an extensive full bibliography at the end of the book provide direction for those who wish to study a particular theme or period in more depth. England, Scotland and Wales are all included, but not Ireland, which is a subject too large in itself to fit within this volume.

The illustrations are mostly generic to give their subjects a broader reference base, but where it would be misleading to provide generic examples specific artefacts or places are illustrated. Scales represent an indication of size – similar objects or features may vary a little.

Abbreviations



	km

	kilometre




	m

	metre




	mm

	millimetre




	pl

	plural




	sing

	singular




	sl

	slang





Conversion table

Measurements are given in metric, but can be converted using the following table:



	1 inch

	25mm




	1 foot

	305mm




	1 yard

	910mm




	1 mile

	1.6km




	10mm

	0.4 inches




	100mm

	3.9 inches




	500mm

	1 foot 8 inches




	1m

	3 feet 3 inches




	1km

	0.62 mile





Dating conventions

In the Handbook we used the most common framework for measuring time, which is the BC/AD system (before Christ, and anno domini – ‘in the year of Our Lord’). This is conventionally used, as here, from the Neolithic period onwards and measures time in solar years before and after the birth of Christ. For the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic we used the BP (before present) system, which also uses solar years, with uncalibrated radiocarbon dates as ‘bp’ and calibrated dates as ‘BP’ (see chapter 10 on dating for a more detailed explanation of these terms).


Comment by Roy and Lesley Adkins

We first started researching and writing the Handbook of British Archaeology in 1977. We were both working in field archaeology, not long out of university, and so the frustration of not being able to discover basic archaeological information with ease still burned. Young and naïve, we came up with our preferred format and set about finding a publisher. We were turned down by two publishers (we still have those rejection letters), but David & Charles took us on. Later on Constable, now Constable & Robinson, took on the paperback, which they have skilfully published ever since.

It may be horrifying to learn that the book was conceived and written in a world without computers in the office and home, and without internet. This first book of ours was done on an ancient typewriter, and the massive index was created with stacks of index cards. Its success certainly took us by surprise.

Life is definitely a lot easier for the researcher today, but there has been an explosion of information in archaeology, and after being in print for over 25 years, it was impossible for us both to consider revising the original book. We are therefore very grateful to Becky Hardie and the rest of the team at Constable & Robinson for suggesting the project and to Victoria Leitch and all the specialists who have done such a wonderful job. We look forward to it being in print for another 25 years!

Exeter, 2008


Introduction by Victoria Leitch

Archaeology is a subject that puts us in touch with our past through the study of material remains. It is all about rubbish, ruins and deliberately buried objects. Unlike historians, who use documents, archaeologists use artefacts and stratigraphic evidence to piece together the lives of our ancestors.

Today, more and more excavations are being undertaken and significant new sites are coming to light, with their innumerable artefacts. Significant advances in scientific techniques – such as remote sensing, genetics and isotope studies – are helping us to sort this material, and refine our methodologies, dates and final analyses. With more data collected in the last 30 years than in the previous 200, this is a truly exciting time for British archaeology.

The Big Questions that face today’s archaeologists include the role of climate and the environment in shaping social, economic and cultural patterns; investigations into the complexities of societies beyond basic communities and elites; the need to explain the discovery of increasingly complex examples of craft production in what were previously thought to be simple societies; and appreciating the huge importance of Post-Medieval archaeology in taking us beyond traditional historical sources to explain the massive social and economic changes that witnessed the birth of modern Britain.

Archaeology is a subject that has become increasingly popular with the public, as seen in the production of more and more films, TV programmes, magazines and books, local societies and archaeological travel tours – not just for professionals but for everyone. The internet is also playing an increasingly important role in the dissemination of archaeological material and information.

This is good news indeed, since strong public interest is vital for archaeologists, amateur and professional alike, to gain the political and financial support they need to save, record and protect our heritage. Organisations like the Council for British Archaeology offer grants and training and encourage community projects. Support networks such as the Portable Antiquities Scheme are also invaluable for involving the public in the recording of finds.

The increasing complexity and interdisciplinary nature of archaeology has seen an increase in specialisation, and this can mean that finding basic information on both theoretical and practical aspects of archaeology can be surprisingly difficult. This is where the Handbook of British Archaeology fits in: a singe-volume guide to all aspects and periods of British archaeology with the emphasis on orientation and guidance. The formula, first conceived and produced by Roy and Lesley Adkins over 25 years ago, has proved to be a huge success, both with general readers and academic departments throughout the world. The key to its success was the marriage of academically researched text with a substantial number of carefully selected, clear illustrations. Reviewing, updating and invigorating the original publication has therefore been the aim of this volume.

Given the wealth of information and the huge technical advances that have occurred since the publication of the original book, it was decided to use individual specialists for each chapter, to ensure that all the main themes and artefacts were covered for each period. The final three chapters that look more closely at the techniques and interdisciplinary aspects of archaeology have also received extensive revision to reflect the range of approaches and methods used today.

In addition, the text has been complemented by newly commissioned illustrations. The maps and techniques-based drawings demonstrate the excellent use of the latest computerised methods of illustration, but the main bulk of the drawings were hand drawn by David Hopkins, an extremely experienced and talented archaeological illustrator, who proves that not only for their aesthetic appeal, but also to give a certain resonance and texture to the artefacts, the old-fashioned method, even in the computer age, cannot be surpassed.

A certain degree of compression is inevitable in a book of this nature, but nevertheless it provides a vehicle that goes beyond popular media and into the real world of archaeology, to reveal the enormous breadth and depth of this field to both scholars and general readers. It has been a very rewarding experience to build on such an excellent original work, to revise, clarify and hopefully stimulate interest in British archaeology for future generations.

Grateful acknowledgement must go to the dedicated researchers, who hold the key to the future of British archaeology and who imbued the project throughout with their unending energy and enthusiasm for the subject, as well as to the illustrators and the peer reviewers who have encouraged the work and made constructive suggestions throughout.

University of Oxford, 2008


CHAPTER ONE

The Palaeolithic Period

Alexander Lang and Paul Preston
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Introduction

The Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age) in Britain spans the period from approximately 700,000 until just over 11,000 years ago. Chronologically this constitutes more than 95 per cent of the archaeological record of the British Isles. This period has been of considerable interest to British scholars since Charles Darwin first proposed that animal species (humans included) were the result of evolutionary processes. Prior to this, early tools and bones were attributed to the biblical era before the great flood and as such were described as ante-diluvian (before the flood). This was later refuted through the work of Charles Lyell in the mid nineteenth century. By the early twentieth century the many discoveries of ancient tools and both animal and human fossils including Neanderthals in Germany and potential early ancestors in Africa led to the realisation that humans had evolved at particular times or in certain places. The study of the Palaeolithic is therefore an investigation of human evolution and early hunter-gatherer societies. It is known that Britain was one of the last places to be colonised by both our indirect Hominin ancestors and fully modern humans. Nevertheless the British Isles has produced remarkable and often unique remains including the oldest evidence of human presence in Europe north of the Alps.

This chapter will also touch on some European sites because Britain was connected to the European continent at this time by dry land on what is now the southern North Sea and the English Channel, known as Doggerland or the North Sea Lowlands. It is only in approximately the last 10,000 years that Britain has been fully detached from mainland Europe. Prior to this Britain alternated between being an island and a peninsula due to the fluctuating climate of the Ice Age.

To study the Palaeolithic is to investigate the archaeological remains of early hunter-gatherer societies. This encompasses not only their material culture (normally comprising lithic artefacts) but also their hunting capabilities. Towards the end of this period, it is also the study of cultural developments through art and jewellery.

Reading

Barton 2005; Gamble 1999; Gamble & Roebroeks 1999; Roebroeks 2006; Roebroeks & van Kolfschoten 1995; Stringer 2006; White & Schreve 2000.

Chronology

The record we have today of this period has been subject to many different physical processes affecting site preservation such as the scouring away of evidence by glacial ice sheets that once covered vast swathes of the British landscape. As a consequence of these processes, human settlement of Britain in the Palaeolithic (c.700,000 BP to c.11,000 BP) was a series of intermittent episodes of occupation – usually but not exclusively during the warmer periods – punctuated by depopulation or abandonment during colder phases; although interestingly there is no evidence of human occupation in the last glaciation.

It is broadly split into three distinct subperiods: Lower Palaeolithic, Middle Palaeolithic and Upper Palaeolithic. The first two are periods associated with Hominins that belonged to species other than our own, and the latter begins with the arrival c.40,700 bp of our own species – Anatomically Modern Humans (AMH). The Middle and Upper Palaeolithic periods are both divided into Early and Later phases on account of hiatuses (breaks) in occupation, as well as environmental and cultural differences.

Throughout the whole of this chapter it should be noted that much of the dating is approximate, and though scientific methods are providing us with increasingly accurate dates, there are still many relatively wide and not always quantified uncertainties. In particular the dates for the Earlier Upper Palaeolithic are problematic as they have mostly been obtained using radiocarbon dating, and the dates obtained fall on the limit of this technique’s usefulness due to the increasing error-producing effects of sample contamination. Also, unlike other dating methods the results are in radiocarbon years (bp) not calendar years (BP). To obtain a date in calendar years a result has to be calibrated. But there are currently no agreed reliable calibration curves that go beyond 25,000 bp. With these limitations in mind, the bp dates provided for the Earlier Upper Palaeolithic are only an estimate to offer the reader both an indication and a consistent chronology throughout this chapter.
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Reconstruction of Britain’s changing coastline

Reading

Barton 1999, 2005; Barton & Roberts 1996; Stringer 2006; Wymer 1991, 1999

Understanding human evolution

The terms Hominin and Hominid are used as general terms to describe the different species of our evolving ancestors. Hominins is a biological taxonomic classification for the grouping of animals (a tribe) that include chimpanzees and all human species past and present. Hominid is a biological classification that refers to the group of animals (a family) that includes all great apes as well as humans. In some older textbooks Hominid means solely those apes that were bipedal. Either way these terms are used by many, as here, to mean our ancestors.

The study of human ancestry (palaeoanthropology) currently suggests that the earliest evolution towards modern humans began in Africa six million years ago. More human-like species evolved (classified in the genus Homo) from about two million years ago, from the more ape-like Australopithecines. After this various Homo species migrated from Africa to colonise the rest of the world.

The earliest Homo fossil in western Europe is from a site in southern Spain tentatively identified as Homo antecessor (c.1.1–0.8myr). There is no skeletal evidence of this species in Britain, although artefacts from Pakefield (Suffolk) are of nearly equivalent age. The earliest skeletal evidence of Hominins in Britain was recovered from the site of Boxgrove (Sussex) (c.500,000 bp). A tibia and two teeth possibly belonging to the species Homo heidelbergensis were recovered. A partial skull from Swanscombe (Kent) has also been attributed to this species.

Evidence suggests that after c.450,000 bp (during the Lower Palaeolithic) the Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) begin to appear in the record in Europe and the Near East, with bodies apparently adapted to the glacial conditions: extremely robust and short with low sloping foreheads with pronounced brow ridges, large noses, no chin and projecting faces. They also had big brains. There is only one site, Pontnewydd Cave (Clwyd), that has produced skeletal material of Neanderthals in Britain.
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Cranial differences between AMH (top) and Neanderthal (bottom)

Our own species Homo sapiens or anatomically modern humans (AMH), appeared in Europe at the beginning of the Upper Palaeolithic. They are also popularly known as Cro-Magnons after Cro-Magnon rock shelter (France), which was home to one of the first AMH discoveries in Europe. The Cro-Magnons (eg from Kent’s Cavern, Devon, or Paviland Cave, West Glamorgan) were physically like us with flat faces, small facial brows, high round crania and steep foreheads. They often had larger bodies and (like the Neanderthals) were larger brained and with slightly larger teeth than us. Compared with the Neanderthals they had various cranial differences and were taller and more ‘linear’ with narrower hips, shoulders and bodies like people of equatorial regions today.

Palaeontological, archaeological and genetic (nuclear and mitochondrial) evidence all point towards an east African origin for AMH around 250–150,000 bp. Both AMH and Neanderthals shared the same ancestor Homo heidelbergensis but evolved separately into different species, with full Neanderthal features being recognisable in Europe by 300,000 bp and AMH in Africa by 150,000 bp. This is known as the Out of Africa, African Exodus, or Replacement Model. However, the alternative Multiregional Evolution Hypothesis argues that after the migration of the earlier Homo species, these archaic populations eventually evolved into one species through contact (gene flow) between different groups. Supporters of this model argue that certain anatomical features that are found in both humans today and Neanderthals provide evidence that they are our direct ancestor.

The importance of understanding these two models is that they have a direct impact on how we view the archaeology. Multiregional evolution implies that changes in Palaeolithic material culture and behaviour during the Upper Palaeolithic were indigenous, whereas the Out of Africa model explains these changes in Europe as intrusive. Most well-informed scholars support the latter.

After the migration from Africa, AMH came into contact with the Neanderthals in Europe and southwest Asia (or other Homo species in Asia), and though they coexisted in some areas for 10,000 years, AMH eventually replaced them. The nature of this replacement, whether genocide, competition for resources or disease, is unclear, and there were probably a varying number of causes for their extinction.

Reading

Barton 2005; Gamble 1993; Gowlett 1992; Klein 1999; Lewin 1998; Stringer 2006; Stringer & Andrews 2005; Stringer & Gamble 1994; Tattersall 1998; Wolpoff 1989a, 1989b

The Nature of Palaeolithic Sites

The sheer length of the Palaeolithic period and the numerous natural forces at work have meant that rather than archaeological artefacts lying on or close to the surface as with other periods, much of the material is buried deep within the earth, often overlain by several metres of deposits.

Primary Sites

A primary context or primary site is where artefacts survive undisturbed in situ or in the position and sediments in which they were discarded.

The best known primary site in Britain is Boxgrove (West Sussex). Excavations were undertaken over more than two decades in a commercial aggregates (sand and gravel) quarry and revealed a preserved beach and shallow water landscape beneath deposits accumulated over the last 500,000 years. The level of environmental deposits and Lower Palaeolithic artefacts recovered untouched in half-a-million years was unprecedented in Britain. Another primary site, Lynford (Norfolk), lies within in situ deposits that are overlain by a palaeochannel (deposits of a former river). This site was excavated within a working aggregates quarry and revealed evidence of potential butchery of mammoths and large numbers of Middle Palaeolithic artefacts in mint condition. This site related to the occupation of Neanderthals some 60,000 bp.
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Hominin family tree

Reading

Pitts & Roberts 1997; Renfrew & Bahn 2004, Roberts & Parfitt 1999; Stringer 2006; Wymer 1999; Journal of Quaternary Science 2006 vol. 21 (5)

Secondary contexts and secondary sites

A secondary context or secondary site is where the artefacts have been disturbed by human or natural processes and are therefore not in the original positions in which they were deposited. These sites come about as a result of geological processes associated with the fluctuating climate of the Ice Ages, when major ice sheets and enlarged rivers caused the subsequent erosion of the landscape – particularly along river courses, which has led to the formation of river terraces or river terrace deposits.
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Chronology, cultures and environment of the Palaeolithic

This type of site makes up a large proportion of Lower and Middle Palaeolithic find spots and are often identified through the observation of aggregate quarry spoil heaps for artefacts and plotting the shifting extraction faces (thereby allowing material to be associated with the geological strata seen in the quarry face) and thus the possibility of dating them by association. By relating the material to the possible differing geological sequences of the quarry face, the potential opportunity for relative dating as well as absolute dating is increased dramatically.

Secondary sites have been recorded along many of the major rivers and their terraces in southern Britain, especially as a result of recent work undertaken along the Thames basin and other rivers along the south coast, the West Midlands and East Anglia. However, secondary sites do not just relate to modern river systems and current courses, since rivers would have flowed along different routes that have since been destroyed by glacial ice. Rivers served as ‘entry points’ for colonising Hominins, as areas for gathering raw materials and as sources of fresh water.

Reading

Hosfield 1999; Hosfield & Wenban-Smith 2001; Lang & Keen 2005; Wymer 1968, 1985, 1999; Journal of Quaternary Science 2006 vol. 21 (5)

Cave sites

Caves and rock sites figure predominantly as a type of Palaeolithic site since they were used for shelter by Hominins. These often provided wide views over the surrounding landscape and would have been good positions for watching migrating beasts. Dating caves is helped by flow-stones, stalagmites and stalactites that often form over artefactual material and which can be dated through methods such as uranium series and radiocarbon dating. Another advantage of cave sites is that the deposits are protected from glacial action and so preserve long stratigraphic sequences of environmental and human activity. Evidence so far has demonstrated that many caves were revisited at different times and did not necessarily experience continued occupation. Creswell Crags (Derbyshire) (Middle and Upper Palaeolithic) and Kent’s Cavern (Devon) (Lower and Upper Palaeolithic) are two good examples of this.

Reading

Andrews et al. 1999; Aldhouse-Green et al. 2007; Green 1984; Wymer 1999

The environment and Quaternary evidence

The archaeological material of the Palaeolithic has in more recent years been almost wholly integrated into the wider research of environmental studies for the ice ages, known as Quaternary studies. The study of the Quaternary period (the last two million years) ranges from the study of differing types of fauna (animal bones), flora (tree and flower pollen), mollusca (snails) and coleoptera (beetles), and the geological processes of ice sheets and river systems. During the Palaeolithic the climate fluctuated between long cold (glacial) periods and much shorter warmer (interglacial) periods. A detailed record of these climatic fluctuations is recorded in both deep ocean cores yielding the Marine Oxygen Isotope Stage (MIS) sequence and the oxygen isotope stage (OIS) sequences from Arctic and Antarctic ice cores (refer to table on pp. 2–3 for a summary of each of these).

Reading

Barton 2005; Currant et al. 1989; Currant & Jacobi 2002; Jones & Keen 1993; Lowe & Walker 1997; Stringer 2006; Smith 1992

Material culture

The majority of human activity for this period is in the form of lithic industries and animal fossil bones with cutmarks suggesting human hunting and butchery activity. Organic remains such as wood or antler artefacts are extremely rare as they do not preserve well.

The most common lithic raw material is flint, which accounts for more than 90 per cent of Palaeolithic lithic tools in Britain. However, in many regions where flint was not available Hominins were equally capable of using many other knappable rocks such as quartzite, rhyolite or andesite.

Lithic industries are divided into Modes 1 to 4 which assume some technological progression with some degree of chronological overlap. An alternative chronological classification to the Lower and Middle Palaeolithic development is the three period system that corresponds to phases of occupation. Periods one and two generally relate to the Lower Palaeolithic, with the third period corresponding to the Middle Palaeolithic.

Lower Palaeolithic

The Lower Palaeolithic is considered to begin when the first Hominins came to Britain sometime around c. 700,000 bp until c. 245,000 bp. Traditionally the lithic technology of the Lower Palaeolithic was classified into two distinct modes of technology: the Clactonian and the Acheulean (or Acheulian).

The Clactonian industry, named after Clacton-on-Sea (Essex) where this type of assemblage was first identified, is described as a Mode 1 technology. These assemblages comprised simple flake and pebble tools made from flint or quartzite, for example. The flakes struck from cores by hard hammers had large bulbs and broad butts and tended to be quite thick and cortical. These flakes could be a single removal or systematic alternate or alternating removals. The flakes were used unmodified or sometimes had a convex abrupt or semi-abrupt retouch to form a steep scraping edge. Characteristic of this mode are flakes with small flake removal which left a notch, called a Clactonian notch. The cores were normally pebbles or smaller round nodules, with no platform preparation. Those with alternately flaked edges may have been used as chopping tools (chopping-cores). Also at Clacton a broken point from a wooden spear made of yew was discovered in 1911 in organic beds exposed in cliffs. This has been dated to the Hoxnian period. This is reminiscent of similar spears found on the continent, with a number from the site of Schoningen (Germany).

The Acheulean industry, named after the site St Acheul (Somme Valley, France), is classified as a Mode 2 technology. Assemblages contain handaxes, scrapers and other retouched flakes, as well as the flake and pebble tools similar to those found in the Clactonian. Handaxes were elaborate, usually symmetrical bifacial tools which were made in a variety of forms. They were manufactured on flint nodules or large flakes which were roughed out to the required shape with a hard hammer, using a technique known as alternating flaking that resulted in a bifacial edge (since both faces are flaked). Further flaking was then carried out to thin and finally shape the handaxe using a hard or soft hammer. Some handaxes have had a sharpening flake removed from one end in order to rejuvenate an edge (tranchet flake). Handaxes were all-purpose hand-held tools (with no evidence that they were ever hafted) and may have been used much like a Swiss army knife today.

A crucial Acheulean site is Boxgrove (Sussex) with its in situ knapping and detailed evidence of butchery. There is also significant evidence of hunting, including a spear impact point from a rhino scapula. Also at Boxgrove a deer antler was recovered with microscopic shards of flint embedded within, identifying its function as a soft hammer. The retrieval of the microfauna helped to secure a date of 500,000 bp, using the vole clock.

In the past there has been some discussion on the different industries retrieved from Lower Palaeolithic sites. These have been split between sites producing evidence of Clactonian technologies and others that have Acheulean industries. It has been suggested that these two different productions were made by different populations with different cultural traditions. An alternative hypothesis is that these productions came from the same cultural group with the two assemblage types representing different tasks or raw material limitations. More recently, the site of Barnham (Suffolk) has produced evidence of both industries in close chronological sequence, and it has been argued strongly that these are actually contemporary technologies that simply expoited the resources available to them, rather than suggesting cultural differences; however, this remains a somewhat contentious issue.
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Lower Palaeolithic (mode 1) tools
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Lower Palaeolithic (mode 2) tools

Reading

Aldhouse-Green 2001; Ashton et al. 1998; Ashton et al. 2005; Ashton et al. 2006; Barton 2005; Butler 2005; Gowlett 1992; Gowlett et al. 2005; Green 1984; Healey et al. 1998; Hardaker & MacRae 2000; Inizan et al. 1992; Keen et al. 2006; Klein 1999; Lang & Keen 2005; Lord 1993; MacRae & Moloney 1988; Parfitt et al. 2005; Pitts & Roberts 1997; Preece et al. 2006; Roberts & Parfitt 1999; Schreve et al. 2002; Stringer 2006; Walker et al. 2004; White 1998; White & Ashton 2003; White & Jacobi 2002; Wymer 1968, 1985, 1999, 2001

Middle Palaeolithic

This period dates from 245,000 bp to c.40,000 bp and is characterised by the appearance of the Levallois technique, a Mode 3 technology with retouched flakes and certain handaxes.

The Levallois technique appears in the Early Middle Palaeolithic and is a prepared core method of producing flakes of a predetermined size and shape. The technique involves the creation of an oval-shaped tortoise core from which flakes or blade-like flakes were removed with a hard hammer. The upper face of the core was flaked continuously around its circumference covering the surface with negative flake scars from the margin to the centre. The lower face was flaked around its perimeter and often had cortex. The core was prepared at one end to create a platform and then struck with a hard hammer to remove the predetermined flake from the upper face. Normally the core was then discarded, although occasionally an additional flake was removed from the upper face. The flakes were then retouched into a range of tools including points, side scrapers, backed knives, denticulates, notches, burins and flake cleavers.

The Late Middle Palaeolithic beginning c. 60,000 BP saw the Neanderthal reoccupation of Britain, and new assemblages, also known as the Mousterian. This has been classified into various cultures depending on the frequencies of the tool types. They may represent different cultural groups or have functional significance or even chronological relationships. It is also possible that the same groups simply resharpened tools, changing them from one form to another.

Middle Palaeolithic assemblages are generally identified as the material record of the Neanderthals, though in the Near East both AMH and Neanderthals used Levallois technology. During the Mousterian there was an important variant called the Mousterian of Acheulean tradition (or MAT), consisting of Middle Palaeolithic handaxes. The most characteristic of these are flat-based handaxes known as bout coupé handaxes.

Important sites include Pontnewydd Cave (Clwydd) and Aveley and West Thurrock (Essex), Ebbsfleet (Kent) and Stanton Harcourt (Oxfordshire). A possible butchery site is known at Lynford (Norfolk) with classic bout coupé flint handaxes. There is also good evidence from cave sites during this period, especially at Creswell Crags (Derbyshire), Kent’s Cavern (Devon) and Coygan Cave (Carmarthenshire). There is further evidence from the south coast, such as Great Pan Farm on the Isle of Wight.

Reading

Aldhouse-Green et al. 2007; Ashton & Lewis 2002; Ashton et al. 1998; Ashton et al. 1992; Barton 2005; Butler 2005; Current & Jacobi 2002; Green 1984; Inizan et al. 1992; Lord 1993; Mellars 1996; Schreve et al. 2006; Stringer 2006; White et al. 2006; White & Jacobi 2002; Wymer 1968, 1985, 1999, 2001.
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Middle Palaeolithic tools
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Middle Palaeolithic tools

Upper Palaeolithic

In Britain the transition from the Middle to the Upper Palaeolithic occurred c. 40,700 BP and has been described as a watershed because of the distinct break with Mode 3 technology and a change to new modern behaviours. This change in human behaviour coincides with the appearance in Europe and Britain of AMH at c. 40,700 BP.

With the appearance of the Upper Palaeolithic we see the widespread production of blades from specially prepared single or opposed (bipolar) platform cores. However, flakes and flake tools continued to be manufactured but the shift from flakes to blades was because this technology allowed standard shaped and sized blanks to be manufactured, and hence increased the cutting edges that could be obtained from the raw material. Also, the use of wood or bone hafts allowed the tools to be repaired more easily and quickly, because the armature (eg the arrow or spear point) was easily replaced. Bone, antler and ivory artefacts are in evidence.

Although blade technology is apparent elsewhere in the world in Middle Palaeolithic industries, the Upper Palaeolithic sees the introduction of widespread blade technology coupled with the appearance of art, jewellery and changes in cognitive behaviour, such as organisational abilities. For instance, the long-distance transport of flint, marine shells and amber either indicates direct procurement or expanded communication networks through exchange. Key innovations in hunting strategies were facilitated by technological innovations (eg spear throwers or bows and arrows) that improved the accuracy and power of the hunting tools over greater distances. These allowed a greater flexibility in hunting strategies and even the accurate selective killing of herd animals. It is likely also that the Upper Palaeolithic hunters shifted to more seasonal exploitation of game, with different species being targets at different times.

Formal burials of AMH with complex body arrangements, grave goods (mobilary art) and red ochre are seen for the first time in Europe, normally in a flat extended position, alone or with other individuals, both in caves and in open-air sites. In contrast, although Neanderthals sometimes deliberately buried their dead, suggesting some recognisably human attitudes to death, there is no convincing evidence that Neanderthals did anything as complex as the Upper Palaeolithic AMH. One example of burial is from Paviland Cave (Gower), where a skeleton in a shallow grave showed extensive red ochre staining on the body and surrounding surface, along with pieces of jewellery made from mammoth ivory and sea shells.

Burials of Creswellian age at Gough’s Cave, Cheddar Gorge (Somerset), uncovered remains of at least two adults and two children. Analysis of these remains show cut marks (made with stone tools) on the bones, which suggest that the bodies were skinned and joints dismembered soon after death, possibly to do with excarnation or de-fleshing of the dead. However, it remains unclear if these are contemporary burials or dated to different times. It is also possible that these are not formal burials and are part of a larger midden deposit with other discarded artefacts and animal bones.

Unlike Europe, cave art has only recently been discovered in Britain. The discoveries at Creswell Crags (Nottinghamshire) of rock art overturned the ideas relating to its absence as an anomaly attributed to poor preservation, low human population and high mobility. The 12 engravings in Creswell’s Church Hole Cave include red deer, bovid, bears and birds. Most are inaccessible, fairly small and now only visible using special lighting. The birds may be stylised engravings of female figurines that are common on continental Magdalenian sites. This has sparked new investigations at many of the British Palaeolithic cave sites, including the announcement that cave art of a mammoth-like engraving (of a Creswellian age) has possibly been identified at Gough’s Cave, Cheddar Gorge (Somerset). However, it remains to be seen whether these possible engraved lines on the eroded walls at Gough’s cave will be accepted as manmade, as work is ongoing.

Reading

Barton 2005; Bar-Yosef 1995, 1993; Butler 2005; Gowlett 1992; Pettitt et al. 2007; Mellars 1994; Stringer 2006; Wymer 1982.

The Early Upper Palaeolithic: leaf point industries, c. 40,700–30,700 BP (40,000–30,000 bp)

Around 40,700 BP new lanceolate-shaped bifacial and unifacial stone tools known as leaf points appeared in northwest Europe. Evidence from France suggests this is actually an industry of the Neanderthals, with origins in the Middle Palaeolithic copying the tool industries of recently arrived AMH. Alongside this bone points and ornaments developed. This overlaps with the AMH Aurignacian industry (below).

The Jermanovice leaf points were made on long blades with a triangular cross-section and were inversely invasively retouched. Infrequently the blade was straightened to reduce the curvature of the blade, probably to enable hafting. Impact fractures on specimens from Beedings (Sussex) suggest that these were used as spear points. Occasionally, leaf points were bifacially retouched.
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Barton 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Butler 2005; Jacobi 1986; Stringer 2006

The Early Upper Palaeolithic: the Aurignacian Phase, c. 40,700–30,700 BP (40,000–30,000 bp).

Named after the site of Aurinac (France), the Aurignacian represents a distinct break from the Middle Palaeolithic Phase and is apparently intrusive. It is clearly associated with AMH fossils, and the rapid, uniform and widespread appearance of the Aurignacian supports the theory that new ideas were brought in by incoming populations.

The partial AMH upper jaw from Kent’s Cavern (Devon) dated to 30,900 BP may be associated with refitting broken blades, nosed and shouldered scrapers. Uphill Quarry Cave 8 (near Weston-super-Mare, Somerset) has also yielded fossils and Aurignacian artefacts.

Aurignacian blade technology was highly developed. Retouched and truncated blades were common, and there was also a significant increase in the variation of other lithic forms. The most noticeable forms were: borers and piercers which were made on small flakes with abrupt retouch to form a point; end scrapers which were mostly produced on blades (but sometime flakes) and normally have abrupt or a semi-abrupt convex retouch on distal end; burins, made on flakes or blades, with chisel edges which were associated with ivory, bone and antler work and were very common throughout the Upper Palaeolithic; busked burins with the facet terminating on a previously retouched notch on the side of a blank; and piercer-burins or scraper-burins where two different tool types were combined together on a single blade. Notched pieces and denticulates were also common.
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Barton 2005; Butler 2005; Jacobi 1986; Morison 1980; Stringer 2006; Wymer 1982

The Early Upper-Palaeolithic, the Gravettian c. 30,700–25,100 bp (30,000–25,000 bp)

The Gravettian, named after la Gravette (Dordogne, France), developed in central Europe during a period of rapid climatic variation, and it is therefore likely that occupation of the British peninsula only occurred during the milder episodes.

Common tools were end scrapers, burins, backed blades and Gravette points (small narrow blades or bladelets with abrupt retouch along one lateral edge with an unmodified opposed edge). Occasionally found are tanged points, made on blades with either short or invasive dorsal retouch forming a point at one end and a narrow tang at the other.

The mistakenly named ‘Red Lady’ Fossil from Paviland Cave (Gower) is actually an adult male buried close to the wall, extended with red ochre and ivory ornaments, a periwinkle shell necklace and a mammoth skull. It represents one of the earliest examples of the Gravettian burial tradition.
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Barton 2005; Butler 2005; Gowlett 1992; Stringer 2006

Late Upper Palaeolithic, Creswellian c. 15,400-13,800 BP (13,000-12,000 bp)

The Creswellian was named after the cluster of cave sites at Creswell Crags (Derbyshire–Nottinghamshire border). There are some indications that the Creswellian may have begun nearly 2,000 years earlier with a pioneer phase, but the majority of radiocarbon dates and environmental evidence (from the Greenland ice cores) suggests it appeared in Britain after c. 15,400 BP (13,000 bp). During this period many regions north of the River Loire were re-colonised and Britain was entered across the landbridge with Europe. The Creswellian lasted just over a thousand years, although there are some suggestions that it may have overlapped with the Long Blade industries and Pre-boreal Mesolithic.

Of the 28 known Creswellian sites, most are cave sites in Derbyshire, Devon, Somerset and Wales, but indications from assemblages with blades with en éperon butts show that open sites existed in eastern England.

The complex bone and antler industry often had blanks made from the groove and splinter technique. Types included simple bone points, awls, bone needles, polishers, batons, sagaies (rods) and barbed points. Spear throwers or atals are also known from the Magdalenian. Mobiliary art made from bone and antler are known, such as the notched pendent from Church Hole (Creswell Crags) and awls with regularly spaced incisions from Gough’s Cave (Cheddar Gorge). These incisions have been interpreted as tallies, calendars, spacers, message sticks or gaming pieces. An engraving of a horse on a rib fragment from Robin Hood Cave (Creswell Crags) is a typically Creswellian/ Magdalenian motif.

The lithics, similar to the Magdalenian (France), include a variety of trapezoidal backed blades defined by a pair of truncations oblique to the longitudinal axis, with the shorter truncation backed. Similarly, cheddar points had only partial backing forming a shoulder with the unretouched margin. Creswellian points had an oblique truncation at one end of the blade with retouch along the shorter lateral margin. Impact fractures indicate these were probably projectile armatures. Other typical forms are end scrapers, burins, becs, Magdalenian blades (truncated forms with retouch along their edges), lames tronquées et usées (truncated blades with heavily worn ends) and pièces esquillées (splintered pieces). Debitage is typified by long slightly curved blades with faceted butts and flat diffuse bulbs and were detached from asymmetrical unidirectional blade cores using softer hammers. This was often using the en éperon technique characterised by convergent removals that isolated a small éperon (spur) on the edge of the platform.

The evidence suggests that Creswellian groups were not sedentary, with numerous examples of non-local materials (such as amber) being found at occupation sites. Examples of lithic artefacts with similar traits indicating a single group have also been found at Robin Hood Cave (Creswell Crags) and Kent’s Cavern (Devon). This is also supported from evidence showing that artefacts were retained, with evidence from scatters suggesting heavy re-sharpening and constant reuse.

Reading

Arts & Deeben 1987; Barton 1987, 1990, 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Barton & Roberts 1996; Butler 2005; Housley et al. 1997; Jacobi & Roberts 1992; Smith 1992; Wymer 1982, 1991.

Final Upper Palaeolithic Phase: Pen Knife sub-phase, c. 13,800–12,500 BP (12,000–10,700 bp)

They are mainly open air sites and have a wide geographical distribution, including areas isolated by the rising sea (eg the Scilly Isles).

The bone work is simple with many uniserial barbed points, although there are four ochre stained bone tallies from Kendrick’s Cave (Llandudno, Gwynedd). The lithic assemblages display various forms and consequently there is no consensus on which tools belong to this phase. But generally they are distinguished by backed blades, curve backed points and pen knife points. The presence of the latter suggests links with the German feddermessergruppe (literally pen knife group). Angle backed points and curved backed bi-points may be included in these assemblages. Other tools found are short end scrapers, round thumbnail scrapers and truncation burins. Excavations at Hengistbury Head (Dorset) revealed straight backed blades and bladelets, tanged points and shouldered points. The use of short flakes or blade blanks probably reflects the use of different raw materials from the Creswellian and may have been taken from secondary sources.
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Upper Palaeolithic bone, antler and ivory artefacts

[image: Illustration]

Late Upper Palaeolithic (mode 4) tools

The increase in woodland and reduction of open grassland environments may have had an effect on the number and diversity of game sources exploited through decreased visibility for hunters. The introduction of archery equipment may have been a direct consequence of this environmental change. Pen knife points would have made good arrowheads, and impact fractures on some examples seem to support this hypothesis.
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Barton 1992, 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Smith 1992; Stringer 2006

Long Blade sub-phase, c. 12,000–11,000 BP (10,300–9800 bp)

Historically this sub-phase has been viewed as problematic in terms of whether it belongs to the Late Upper Palaeolithic or the Early Mesolithic. Today radiocarbon dates and lithic evidence suggest it is Epipalaeolithic (literally: final Palaeolithic: see Chapter 2) in the sense that the culture owes much to the preceding Upper Palaeolithic.

We do not have a clear picture of human activities during this period, known as the Younger Dryas, but Britain may have become depopulated, abandoned or human activity was at least limited, on account of dramatic temperature changes and sea level fluctuations.

Assemblages of this phase may have their origins in the Creswellian but are considered to be part of the Ahrensburgian technocomplex (a number of cultures with the same technology and typology). A lack of standardisation in the retouched tools makes them difficult to define, but lithic reduction patterns partially resemble Upper Palaeolithic styles. The assemblages are characterised by large well-made blades less than 120mm long, and opposed platform blade cores in excess of 100mm. Associated artefacts are lames mâchurées (or bruised blades that have pronounced hammer-knapped bulbs and are heavily edge-damaged), core rejuvenation tablets, endscrapers, burins and obliquely truncated microliths not unlike those found in the Boreal Early Mesolithic.

Wood and bone artefacts from this phase are rarely found. The sites of Stellmoor (Germany) on the continent have proved clear evidence of reindeer hunting through the recovery of archery equipment, bones with butchery marks and lesions indicative of arrow impacts, as well as embedded flints (of a style found in Britain) from arrowheads. No comparable evidence survives in Britain; however, it is likely to have been visited as part of large migration and settlement patterns that cover large areas of northwestern Europe and Britain.

Reading

Alley et al. 1993; Barton & Roberts 1996, 2004; Barton 1989, 1999a, 1999b, 2005; Blockley 2004; Butler 2005; Clark 1980; Smith 1992; Wymer 1991
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CHAPTER TWO

The Mesolithic Period

Paul Preston
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The Late Glacial and the Early Holocene (after Preston forthcoming)

A = Chronozones B = Climatostratigraphic units

Introduction

The Mesolithic period occurred at the beginning of the Holocene epoch after the shrinkage of major ice sheets in Britain. Mesolithic (literally meaning Middle Stone) was a term first coined during the late nineteenth century to explain the occurrence of tiny worked flints, now referred to as microliths, that neither fitted the Palaeolithic nor Neolithic traditions. These tools were therefore attributed to the period of transition from mobile hunter-gatherers to sedentary farming societies. Archaeologists are not entirely in agreement on the terminology for this period, and other names such as Epipalaeolithic and Postglacial hunter-gatherers are also sometimes used, but Mesolithic essentially refers to a distinctive postglacial cultural adaptation that began in the Final Upper Palaeolithic and only ended with the advent of the Neolithic.

Reading

Clark 1932; Wymer 1991

Chronology

Calibrated radiocarbon dates have not been commonly used in Mesolithic studies and so there is no firm calendrical (calibrated) chronology. Here, we refer to uncalibrated radiocarbon dates (bp) and calibrated dates (BP). We cite the latter as single central ages for guidance purposes, though usually calibrated dates are expressed as a range of ages.

The Mesolithic broadly extends from c. 11,600–7,800 BP (c. 10,000–5,500 bp), although this is imprecise due to a paucity of accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS) radiocarbon dates, unreliability of some conventional radiocarbon dates, and the existence of several 14C plateaus in this period. The most widely accepted chronology divides the Mesolithic into Early and Later Mesolithic facies based on well-established typological and technological lithic criteria (supported by absolute dates). It places the Early Mesolithic between c. 11,600–9,450 BP (10,000–8,200 bp) and here also includes a discussion of the Palaeolithic–Mesolithic transition phase which began c.12,000 BP (10,300 bp); and the Later Mesolithic between c. 9,450– 7,800 BP (8,200–5,500 bp), which here encompasses the later and terminal phases.
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Barton & Roberts 2004; Blockley 2005; Mithen 1999; Taylor 1997; Wymer 1991.

Environmental and geographic change

Recent research using proxies such as stable isotopes, ice core records, chironomids (non-biting midge larvae) and fossil beetles show that during the Pleistocene–Holocene transition – or Marine Oxygen Isotope Stage 1 (MIS1) – climatic changes were rapid after the glacial ice had receded. Consequently, the landscape was transformed consecutively from open tundra through boreal forest, to closed deciduous forest. An associated change in fauna also occurred, though generally cold-adapted mammalian species continued into the Early Holocene, probably due to the continuation of open vegetation conditions. For example, AMS radiocarbon dates suggest that reindeer were present in northern England until c.10,690 BP (9,700 bp) and in Scotland to c. 9,480 BP (8,300 bp). Wild horse also continued, but became increasingly rare, and their distribution seems to have been affected by increased forestation and the reduction of grazing opportunities. After c.10,690 BP (9,700 bp) we see the appearance of species common to open birch woodland such as European elk, wild cattle, roe deer and beaver; and the development of more closed woodland is signalled by the occurrence of northern lynx after c. 10,000 BP (9,000 bp).

By c.8,500–8,200 BP (c. 7,500–7,200 bp) sea levels had risen, and both the Dover Straits and the North Sea were inundated, severing Britain from mainland Europe. The surrounding sea ameliorated winter temperatures (to 2°C above today), with an increase in length of spring and autumn. The retreat from the Holocene climatic optimum to warmer and wetter climatic conditions occurred sometime during the eighth to sixth millennia BP, resulting in thick, mixed, closed deciduous forest, dominated by oak, elm, alder and lime with a persistence of hazel. During this phase widespread peat formation began, and sometime between 6,500 and 5,500 bp there was a significant decline in elm.

The human response to these environmental and geographical changes is reflected in the different toolkits, hunting technology and diet, which can be detected through archaeological and palaeoenvironmental evidence.

Reading

Atkinson et al. 1987; Barton & Roberts 2004; Blockley 2005; Coard & Chamberlain 1999; Lowe et al. 1999; Roberts 1998; Simmons et al. 1981; Spikins 1999a; Wymer 1991.

Palaeolithic–Mesolithic transition

Continuity with the preceding Upper Palaeolithic is reflected in the persistence of blade core reduction techniques in the Mesolithic, but with a distinct reduction in blank size that continued throughout the period. The smaller blades or bladelets of the Mesolithic were often ‘snapped’ using the microburin technique and retouched into microliths; as a consequence, significant frequencies of microburins are often found on Mesolithic sites. As in the Upper Palaeolithic, there are bone tools in the Mesolithic and an increase in the numbers of antler tools with blanks produced by the groove and splinter technique. At the same time we also find a significant increase in special bone and antler working tools such as burins. Microlith composite tools, although characteristic of the Mesolithic, actually reflect continuity with late glacial cultures. Other flint types that persisted into the Early Mesolithic were macroblades and shouldered and tanged points.

Upper Palaeolithic hunters were dependent on large animals such as reindeer whose herds preferred mainly open environments, but as the environment became increasing forested the hunter-gatherers adapted their hunting techniques. Reflecting changes in the environment, Mesolithic toolkits saw an increase in frequency of hafted woodworking tools and the novel appearance of adzes and tranchet axes. These, together with evidence of the cutting and burning of vegetation (and the use of ashes to enhance the fertility of the soil), are interpreted as a significant departure from previous practices because they signify a more conscious manipulation of the environment than known in the Palaeolithic.

Long Blade technology c. 12,000–11,000 BP (10,300–9,800 bp)

Although having its origins in the Creswellian, this technology has historically been viewed as a somewhat enigmatic phase, because it is not apparent whether it was part of the Terminal Upper Palaeolithic or the Early Mesolithic. Today, radiocarbon dates and lithic evidence suggest that the term Epipalaeolithic is appropriate in the sense that the initial culture owes much to the preceding Upper Palaeolithic. Upper Palaeolithic traits are seen in the modes of subsistence, the habitation of caves and rock shelters, the flintwork with the use of burins, backed bladelets (with abrupt/steep retouch) and microliths, and antler and bone work using the groove and splinter technique. However, new developments are apparent in the adaptation to the changing environment, with more complex food procurement systems and equipment.

Long Blade sites are found mainly in southern England along river valleys and often near good-quality flint sources, but similar assemblages have also been reported at Seamer Carr (North Yorkshire).
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Long Blade lithic assemblages are dominated by blade debitage and characterised by large, well-made blades up to 120mm long and struck from opposed platform blade cores often over 100mm long. Associated artefacts are lames mâchurées (bruised blades) that are heavily edge damaged and interpreted as use wear from chopping materials such as bone and antler, or from the shaping and maintenance of sandstone knapping tools. End scrapers, burins and microliths not unlike those found in the Pre-boreal Early Mesolithic are also found. Looking at the chaîne opératoire, the special use of faceting preparation on striking platforms and the reduction stages of the Long Blade assemblages are regarded as more Upper Palaeolithic than Mesolithic, although their distinctness may be due to a functional rather than cultural explanation.

Chronologically these assemblages cover a restricted time span around the end of the Younger Dryas (see table in Introduction to chapter). Indications from Sproughton (Suffolk) suggest that this technology may also have persisted into the initial Holocene. Some assemblages such as those from Three Ways Wharf (Uxbridge) compare favourably with the directly dated reindeer specimens from the Ahrensburgian layer at Stellmoor, Germany. Striking parallels can also be seen among the microliths from the epi-Ahrensburgian culture at the sites of Oudehaske and Gramsbergen I (Netherlands) and may imply the existence of geographically extensive social networks over a brief period, stretching from eastern Britain across the North Sea plain into the Netherlands.

Reading

Barton 1986, 1989, 1998, 1999b, 2005; Barton & Froom 1986; Barton & Roberts 2004; Clark 1980; Mellars & Dark 1998; Pitts & Jacobi 1979; Rust 1943; Smith 1992; Wymer 1991

The Early Mesolithic Period

Traditionally, this broad blade (or non-geometric) industry spans from c.11,600– 9,500 BP (10,000–8,500 bp) and was seen as a single period cultural entity with affinities to the Maglemosian of Denmark and the Netherlands, attesting to contact across the North Sea plain. Today, evidence suggests that it can be subdivided technologically and environmentally into Pre-boreal and Boreal Phases.

Reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Smith 1992, Wymer 1991
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Groove and splinter technique

Pre-boreal Mesolithic Phase c.11,600–1,000 BP (10,000–9,000 bp)

Assemblages from this phase contain simple microlith forms including obliquely truncated microliths and triangles, together with end scrapers, microdenticulates, burins, awls (including mèche de forêt or drill bits), and bifacially flaked adze or axeheads (including tranchet axes). The appearance of axes and adzes implies that humans were adapting to increasingly wooded environments.

There are two typologically discrete earlier Mesolithic assemblage types that are based mainly on differing microlith forms: Star Carr type (SC) assemblages (named after the site at Star Carr, North Yorkshire, where they were first recognised). Microliths are typified by obliquely truncated microliths, isosceles triangles and trapezoids. Deep Carr type (DC) assemblages (named after the site at Deep Carr, Yorkshire, where they were first seen) are composed of obliquely truncated microliths that are typically longer and narrower. Isosceles triangles and trapezoids are rarer than in the SC type assemblages, and there are few axes or adzes.
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Early Mesolithic lithics
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SC type sites are concentrated in northern and western Britain in upland and lowland locations, whereas the DC type occur throughout the country predominantly in lowland contexts. Typological differences have also been attributed to functional variation or contemporaneous use of the landscape with different settlement strategies.

Radiocarbon dates suggest SC assemblages are older than DC ones (although there is some overlap), and this is also supported by similarities noted between the SC broad oblique microliths and those identified in Long Blade assemblages.

Reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Clark 1932, 1934; Jacobi 1978a; Reynier 1994,1997, 2005; Savile 1981a, 1981b

Boreal Mesolithic Phase c. 10,000–9450 BP (9,000–8,500 bp)

These assemblages show continuity with the Pre-boreal Phase and are characterised by the sites at Horsham (West Sussex) and Honey Hill (Cambridgeshire). They seem to occupy a slightly later chronological position than the SC and DC types. Dates are only available for the Horsham Phase from Longmoor (Hampshire) of 10,250– 9,650 BP (8,930±100 bp), and there is as yet no evidence that they overlapped chronologically.

Horsham assemblages are defined by the hollow based point and other basally retouched microlith forms, but oblique forms still continue to be marginally more numerous, although they are significantly shorter than those in the Pre-boreal group. Honey Hill sites are characterised by the presence of inverse basally retouched microliths, and like the Horsham type sites, oblique microliths predominate. Both assemblages are found mainly in southern England, with the Horsham sites clustering in the southeast and the Honey Hill sites concentrating in the Midlands and East Anglia. However, variants have been found elsewhere (eg in the Isle of Man, southwest England and south Wales), which may suggest mutually overlapping hunting territories and hint at a growth in population or increased competition for resources.

Reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Clark 1932, 1934; Jacobi 1978b; Savile 1981a, 1981b; Reynier 1994, 1997, 2005

Early Mesolithic bone and antler work

Bone and antler work recovered (eg from Star Carr and Thatcham) consists of barbed points, perforated antler mattock heads, bone awls, pins, antler chisels, wedges and perforated antler sleeves for hafting axes. Also, bone was sometimes knapped as if it were flint.

Reading

Clark 1954; Mellars & Dark 1998; Wymer 1991

The Late Mesolithic

Originally called narrow blade, and later geometric industries, this phase from c. 9,450–7,800 BP (8,200–5,500 bp) is marked by the occurrence of smaller geometric microliths. It is difficult to determine whether this change in lithic technology indicates a sharp break with existing cultural traditions, was a consequence of environmental changes, or both. Two technologically distinct groups dominated this period: the Later Mesolithic as it has been traditionally defined, and a Terminal Mesolithic Phase that overlaps towards the end of the Late Mesolithic. On typological grounds there are many more Late than Early Mesolithic sites. This may be due to their higher stratigraphic position which increases the chances of erosion and therefore discovery.
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Barton & Roberts 2004; Buckley 1921, 1924; Clark 1932; Smith 1992; Spikins 1999a, 1999b; Wymer 1991

Later Mesolithic Phase c. 9,450–7,800 BP (8,200–5,500 bp)

This phase is dominated by small geometric forms manufactured on narrow bladelets (as opposed to the broad blade Early Mesolithic). These forms begin to appear sometime after 9,450 BP (8,500 bp). Narrow blade microliths include straight backed pieces, curved backed and small scalene triangles. Obliquely truncated microliths are also found, but are much smaller than the Early Mesolithic examples.

Bone and antler work is sparse, probably due to differential preservation, with the bulk coming from shell middens (food rubbish heaps) in western Scotland. Bone work includes flattened harpoon armatures with barbed edges on one or both edges, as well as fish hooks, fishing gorges (line weights), pins, awls and mattock heads. Limpet scoops, often made of stone, antler or bone, have distinctive scars on one or more ends and are usually found in coastal locations. They have variously been described as shellfish extractors and hammers.

Despite the large number of known sites, there are relatively few reliably dated Later Mesolithic sites.

Reading

Kromer & Becker 1993; Smith 1992; Tolan-Smith & Bonsall 1998; Wymer 1991
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Terminal Mesolithic Phase c. 8,000–7,800 BP (7,000–5,500 bp)

Within the Later Mesolithic tiny geometric forms such as rods (narrow straight pieces with backing on both edges), microscalene triangles, microtranchets, microrhomboids and microlunates are known from various regions. There is no consensus on whether this actually represents a distinct tradition, but sites containing these forms on the central Pennines seem to have distinctive characteristics not seen in other Late Mesolithic assemblages.

Indications are that this phase does not appear before 8,000 BP (7,000 bp) but then spreads quickly across England. It has been suggested that many of the Pennine rod sites may actually be from an earlier part of the Later Mesolithic, though recent hearth dates from March Hill Carr (West Yorkshire) of c. 6,730–6,492 BP and March Hill Top c. 6,172–5,931 BP do not support this, and it is generally agreed that this tradition dates from the latter half of the Late Mesolithic.

These assemblages mark a significant change in the Late Mesolithic toolkits: although no reasons for this innovation have been proposed, it may be significant that it took place against a backdrop of rapid global climatic cooling around 8,200 BP (7,300 bp), with a decline in temperature of 6±2°C and cold, dry, windy and dusty conditions.
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Barton & Roberts 2004; Jacobi 2004; Smith 1992; Spikins 1999a, 1999b, 2002; Stonehouse 2001; Wymer 1991

Mesolithic woodwork

There is significant evidence of woodworking in the Mesolithic, although this is not chronologically specific. At Star Carr a brushwood platform was found that extended into the ancient Lake Pickering, with birch timbers showing distinct evidence of working. Also found at this site were birch bark rolls which were probably used for extracting mastic from resin, remains of wooden hafts and a claimed wooden paddle. Many dugout canoes have been found from waterlogged contexts elsewhere in Britain, though few have actually been dated to the Mesolithic. European evidence suggests that the use of wood was for spears, arrow and bow shafts, which began in the Palaeolithic and persisted into the Mesolithic.
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Late Mesolithic tools and lithics

Reading

Wymer 1991; Clark 1954

Mesolithic diet

Stable isotope analyses of human bone collagen can measure the levels of carbon and nitrogen to determine the contribution of plant or animal protein in the individual’s diet and whether the animal protein is of land-based or marine origin. Such studies on Mesolithic human remains seem to demonstrate that Early Mesolithic diets consisted of large amounts of terrestrially based proteins. They further indicate that meat consumption (compared to plant protein) shared a similar trophic (nutritive) level to that of carnivores. In contrast, results from Later Mesolithic human remains at coastal locations (eg the Inner Hebrides and south Wales) reflect a strong marine influence in the diet for the first time. In particular, results from Caldey Island (Pembrokeshire) show that over 80 per cent of the protein was derived from marine mammals such as seals, suggesting a year-round focus on exploitation of coastal resources and/or storage of meat, whereas nearby sites of Worms Head and Fox Hole indicate a significant terrestrial input in the diet.

Plant foods would also have been consumed, but would have left fewer traces in the record than meat consumption. Ecological analogues (forests found today with conditions similar to Mesolithic ones) support this theory by demonstrating that edible plant resources were less patchily distributed than animals, and would have involved less effort to gather.

Reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Bradley 1984; Dark 2003; David & Walker 2004; Grigson 1989; Richards & Hedges 1999b; Richards & Mellars 1998, 1998; Richards & Schulting 2000; Roberts 1998; Schulting & Richards 2000, 2002a, 2002b

Mesolithic settlement and economic behaviour

On current evidence, it seems that Mesolithic people practised a high level of logistical mobility (foraging movements to and from a base camp), but Early Mesolithic groups practised low residential mobility (movements of the entire group from one camp to another) compared to Later Mesolithic groups. The reasons for this are largely environmental: Boreal environments in the Early Mesolithic had a large number of potential food sources, but cyclical variations in the availability of certain foods led to periodic drops in faunal and floral populations, hence the need for foraging in search of suitable resources; but in the Later Mesolithic the appearance of mixed deciduous forest, which was more seasonal, necessitated the movement of entire camps in search of food. Another important environmental change in the Later Mesolithic was the loss of available land to the sea, which resulted in a concentration of resources in the coastal zone, as suggested in the numerous shell middens. In the southwest and parts of northern England there is evidence of contact between the coast and the interior, with artefacts of coastal origin on inland sites. Lithic scatters in Culverwell (Dorset) and their associated middens are thin and scattered over a wide area suggesting overlapping, seasonal, short occupations.

Ethnographic observations indicate that groups may become less mobile when food surpluses can be stored or fishing and trapping is practised. Archaeologically, there is some evidence in the Mesolithic for storage pits containing charred hazelnut shells, though no indications that this happened regularly or on a large scale. Evidence in Britain for the systematic exploitation of anadromous (fish like salmon that live in the sea, but breed in fresh water) fish or trapping of small animals, however, is sparse, but such practices can be detected where the preservation conditions are sufficiently good, eg Scandinavia and parts of Russia and the Baltic states.

Studies have also highlighted the long-distance movement of lithic raw materials into areas where local resources are scarce or of low or unpredictable quality, particularly in the Pennines. The Early Mesolithic emphasis on high-quality blade production necessitated selection of raw materials over a wide area and may reflect the range over which people moved during their annual cycle, possibly between distinct winter and summer ranges. For instance, flint in central Pennine Mesolithic sites was clearly imported, since there are no local flint or chert bearing rocks. Southern Welsh Mesolithic sites also suggest that flint, chert and mudstone were moved across distances of over 80km. Similarly, in northeast England flints have been provenanced as far as South Yorkshire. The use of lithic raw materials distinctly changes during the Later Mesolithic, with a reduction in the size and quality of the raw materials and an intensified use of lower-quality rocks (eg Pennine black cherts). The change in manufacture of lithics may have been due to the exhaustion of good-quality sources or a decreasing visibility in the landscape, as well as changes in settlement and mobility patterns.

Reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Barton et al. 1995; Binford 1980; Clark 1954, 1972; Donahue 2000; Evans et al. 2007; Hind 1998; Jacobi 1978a; Kelly 1995; Mellars & Dark 1998; Mithen 1999; Palmer 1999; Pitts & Jacobi 1979; Reynier 1998; Roberts 1999; Smith 1992; Spikins 1996, 1999, 2002; Stonehouse 2001

The Mesolithic–Neolithic transition c. 7,800 BP (5,500 bp)

The transition to Neolithic ways of life, including the adoption of food production and a more sedentary existence, seems to have occurred sometime during the latter half of the seventh to the beginning of the sixth millennium BP. Although the hunter-gather lifestyles may not have disappeared immediately, there were significant changes in material culture: pottery appeared for the first time in Britain, microliths disappeared and were replaced by new lithic types such as leaf-shaped arrowheads and polished stone axes. Perhaps the most significant difference is the change of diet. Stable isotopic analyses show a sharp shift away from marine resources to a terrestrial-based diet apparently at the very beginning of the Neolithic. This shift in diet would have had a profound effect on technology, settlement patterns and community structure.

Much uncertainty surrounds the chronology of the end of Mesolithic in Britain and by implication its relationship with that of the earliest Neolithic. A few Later Mesolithic dates have been obtained from Sixpenny Handley (Dorset) and Stratford’s Yard (Buckinghamshire), which suggest the transition occurred around 7,800 BP (5,500 bp). However, there are regional variations and the transition is thought to have occurred later in northern England and Scotland.

Reading

Richards et al. 2003; Saville 1989; Schulting & Richards 2002a, 2002b

General reading

Barton & Roberts 2004; Butler 2005; Conneller & Warren 2006; David & Walker 2004; Lowe & Walker 1997; Mithen 1999, 2003; Roberts 1998; Saville 2004; Smith 1992; Spikins 2002; Warren 2005; Wymer 1991
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