Molluscs’: The Master of Many Things

Molluscs for many are seen as gross and not useful as the eat people’s gardens. But when it comes to archaeology these “gross and slimy things,” are quite useful in being able to reconstruct the environment that they lived in. While attempting to reconstruct the natural environment a variety of factors must be considered. Some of these attempted reconstructions would be at Easton Down, where archaeologists and other faculties are using molluscs’ to evaluate the area and the landscape. In the evaluation of the graph and the other figures, one can determine what the environment looked like and potentially what time periods were likely in the sample from Easton Down Long Barrow.  

Graph Summary:

The diagram is in the format of a bar graph which is a great way to display information with visual aids. On the left side of the graph, it displays the information on the depth of the sample; how deep the core was dug which happens to be 180cm deep. The right side of the chart shows a merged graph of the rise and fall of all species in the three categories of woodland, intermediate, and open country. This displays the trend of there being more woodland snails in the older deeper parts of the sample versus the open country snails that take over the modern landscape. The very far right of the graph shows the diversity of the mollusca and how at 80cm down the diversity was at its highest. The numbers on the graph relate to the stratum; how the deeper in the sample core one goes the older the material gets, and the newer material lies on top. First of the three main categories is the woodland group the majority of the species were most populist from 90 to 150 cm down the sample. This sections most prominent mollusc is the Carychium Iredentaium. The high number of this species comes in around 120cm down the core sample. The woodland species also have the biggest numbers in this sample not only in the quantities of snails but the types of species too. Secondly, the intermediate species have a steady amount of species living throughout the areas in the sample. Intermediate species can live in almost any type of environment which is why their numbers are steady throughout the sample. Where the woodland or open country snails are not present the intermediate molluscs are present. The biggest example in this section would be the Trichia Hispids. Trichia Hispids live well in both types of environments. It grows slightly in numbers around 140-150cm down in the sample then skyrockets in numbers around 50cm. Lastly, the open country mollusca flourish around 180-150cm in the sample but then die down in numbers until 90-50cm where their numbers being to grow significantly. Vallonia excentrica on the graph existed is small numbers around 180-150cm down the core sample but then vanishes until 90cm in the sample. 

Environmental Changes:

When interpreting molluscs’ many factors must be evaluated. One being that molluscs shells can reconstruct the environment at a much smaller scale than pollen counts can[footnoteRef:1]. This is because molluscs, unlike pollen, tend not to travel as much [like pollen does in the wind] and has more specific environmental demands. Their specific niches depict the vegetation structure in three categories; woodland, intermediate, or open country[footnoteRef:2]. Other considerations are that the deaths of any species of molluscs are in proportion to each other and that there is uniformity between the species and the layers[footnoteRef:3]. With death, the shells may experience weathering and erosion or even dissolve due to acidic soils[footnoteRef:4]. Each sample taken will then have to include a higher population in order to avoid skewed results. As some shell fragments could be from the same mollusc; it is important to choose whether the sample population should come solely from fragments or whole shells.  [1:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 6. ]  [2:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 8.]  [3:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 9.]  [4:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 9.] 


Changes in the sample that relate to mollusc number trends are vegetation. Vegetation is something in a habitat that can be changed and not affect its surroundings. As the environment changes so do the molluscs’ and other flora in the area. There later becomes a divide in the areas that the molluscs’ can stay and live in. They become more specialized and differentiation towards specific environments. This can be seen in the transition from mixed open and shaded area to dense woodland. Where the trees are densely packed forcing the open country snails to migrate elsewhere or they would die out. Even if all the factors were pointing to a certain environment that certain species of molluscs like if the soil was too acidic, they would not survive. According to the figures, no soil samples were taken. If soil samples were taken cross-referencing them with plant habitat variables could indicate more specifically what kind of fauna lived in that region. With this the area that the sample was taken from appears to have been taken from a trench or ditch. Sediment from the long barrow probable has fallen into the ditch if so, the timeline could be mixed up. The sediment could have been exposed to different things such as air and other elements which further contaminate the sample. If not, the soil may still have been transported, transferred or eroded more[footnoteRef:5]. Soil can also be affected by human interaction with the environment through deforestation or tillage[footnoteRef:6]. By doing so the topsoil becomes lose and dry which can fly away in the wind; while lessening the amount of arable soil for humans to use. Other consequences to human activities on the topsoil can change the micro-environment in which different species of molluscs’ live[footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 9.]  [6:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 23.]  [7:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 15. 
] 

Time period:

The potential epoch period that occurs in the sample would be the Holocene but within that more specifically would be the transition from Mesolithic to the Neolithic period such as the Neolithic Revolution. This is because of the data that the soil and snail sample provided. The Holocene is characterized as the warming epoch as the climate was warmer and milder than the previous younger-dryas. Molluscs’ can be examined to determine the changes in climate that lay between glacial and interglacial environments[footnoteRef:8]. As glacial periods characterize the Holocene epoch archaeologists can follow the pattern between the glacial periods interpret the material to reconstruct the environment. In the oldest portion of the sample, it displays a mixed open and shaded environment that most likely looked like a sparse tree and parkland region. This type of environment would encompass all areas for many molluscs’ which is why many species on the graph lived during this period of 180-150cm in the sample. There may have been human interaction with this landscape but nothing completely permanent like slash-and-burn; which would be noticeable in a sample by the charcoal and other material it would leave behind. An open environment for humans during the early Holocene would most likely be used for grazing and a hunter and gatherer society. They would have followed the herds and picked what fauna was in the vicinity. This society may have been more pastoral than relying on plants. Throughout the period the landscape transitioned to a more densely packed forest. By the forest being so dense and the number of mollusc species is low, one could argue that the environmental conditions were not favourable for many species. If humans did live in the forest, they would have to rely more on the fauna then on animals that came to graze. Lastly, in the transition to a more modern environment would be an open country landscape. This phase of landscape change, the presence of a grassland appeared and the woodland had been cleared by humans[footnoteRef:9]. Although the woodland had been cleared then humans most likely were living in that area for even longer. Land snails can give more indications of the environment pre-monument then anything else such as pollen and other indicators[footnoteRef:10]. At the same time, woodland clearing may not have been related to the actual monument build but rather for tilling, arability, or a trampled grassland[footnoteRef:11]. At the time of the early Holocene agriculture and domestication were growing and more open fields to allow that to happen could be why the field was cleared. Humans would have been preparing the land for what they saw was useful during that specific era. Which during the early Holocene would be for a more permanent settlement. One where all of their needs could be met from one area of land. Recent humans have always been changing their physical environment, in this case, is no different but when it comes it earlier humans in the early Holocene.  [8:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 6.]  [9:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 16.]  [10:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 16.]  [11:  Allen, Michael J ed. Molluscs in Archaeology: Methods, Approaches, and Applications. Studying 
scientific archaeology 3, 2017. 16.] 


Evaluating the figures and graph on molluscs’ of the Easton Down Long Barrow allows for a better understanding of what the environment and landscape looked like previous years and millennia ago. That landscapes like Easton Down go through changes such as from a mixed open and shaded to a more shaded and wooded environment finally to an open country landscape. Molluscs’ can show just how these changes went about, whether it was natural or created by humans. While attempting to reconstruct environmental history it is important to consider all factors and influences that may affect the reconstruction. 
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