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Summary

The purpose of this course is to offer an historical context for Palaeolithic/Mesolithic archaeology in Britain and an environmental history and palaeoecology for Britain.

Upon the successful completion of this module, the student should be able to:

· articulate a detailed knowledge of human biological and cultural evolution over 1 million years of British Prehistory;

· demonstrate sophisticated written and oral skills in communicating complex ideas and data-sets derived from these academic disciplines;

· critically evaluate evidence and arguments regarding issues in earlier Prehistoric societies in Britain.

Students will study the following key themes:

· The earliest occupation of Europe.

· The creation of ‘Island Britain’ and its impact on our ancestors.

· European Neanderthals and the occupation caves.

· The arrival of modern humans.

· Late Pleistocene hunters and changing landscapes.

· Mesolithic hunters, gatherers and fishers.

· Transition to a new world – Mesolithic/Neolithic transitions.


Timetable

Part 1. Chronologies, environmental frameworks and changing landscapes 

Part 2.  Key sites (Happisburg, Boxgrove, Swanscombe/Southfleet Road, La Cotte de Saint Brelade, Three Ways Wharf, Star Carr)

Part 3. Technologies and lifestyles (hunting, fire, burial)

Part 4. Transitions
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First Assessment: Portfolio of work

Task: to assemble the range of data sources into a coherent narrative of site formation, environmental change, dating and archaeological occupation.

Equivalent to: 2000 words

You are provided with a set of information from various specialist investigations at the site including the following:

· Borehole data
· Small mammal data from BH 10
· Interpretation of small mammal data from BH 10 and large mammals from BH 7
· Ostracod remains from BH 15
· Interpretation of ostracods from BH 15
· Mollusc remains from BH 6 and BH 16
· Interpretation of molluscs from BH 6/16
· Pollen diagram from BH 16
· Interpretation of pollen from BH 16
· OSL dates from BH 5
· Archaeological remains

You are expected to present a portfolio of work including cross sections based on borehole data, interpretation of the sequences, an integrated examination of sequence development and palaeoenvironmental reconstruction of site formation, an estimate of how the sequences correlate with the Marine Isotope Stratigraphy and an examination of the archaeological remains present at the site.
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Essay questions

Your second piece of assessed work is an essay worth 50% of total mark.  The essay is due in on 4th February by 23.59.  Choose one from the list below:

1. The interpretation of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic activity areas revealed by excavation requires a detailed understanding of the taphonomic and diagenetic processes which may have occurred since site abandonment. With reference to specific sites from the Lower/Middle Palaeolithic or Upper Palaeolithic/Mesolithic, evaluate the methods used in unravelling site formation processes and reconstructing activity areas.  
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Pope, M. and Roberts, M 2005 Observations on the relationship between Palaeolithic individuals and artefact scatters at the Middle Pleistocene site of Boxgrove, UK.  In: Gamble, C. and Porr, M. (eds.) The hominid individual in context.  Archaeological investigations of Lower and Middle Palaeolithic landscapes, locales and artefacts.  Routledge.

 
2. “The Clactonian is a uniquely British core-and-flake industry” (Pettitt and White, 2012, p173.)  Discuss with reference to archaeological material from other Middle Pleistocene (MIS 11/9) sites in Britain.

Ashton, N., McNabb, J. et al. 1994 Contemporaneity of Clactonian and Acheulian flint industries at Barnham, Suffolk. Antiquity 68, 585–589.
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3. Evaluate the impact of sea level change on human activity in, and around, the North Sea Basin and English Channel during the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods.

Ashton, N.M., & Lewis, S.G. 2002. Deserted Britain: declining populations in the British late Middle Pleistocene. Antiquity 76: 388-396.
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