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Data Analysis of Mollusc diagrams

	In this essay I shall be looking at 2 figures, one context diagram of a site and one mollusc diagram. I will be interpreting the data set using archaeological theory and evidence. Within figure 1, I shall be analysing unit 8 looking particularly at Taphonomic problems that occur when analysing mollusc data. In figure 2 I will be looking at the changes within the diagram and interpreting this data, critically looking at causes of these changes and the likely time period that these changes occur.
	Looking at figure 1, Unit 8, we can see that it appears to be in a context that this could be an old river, due to the shape of the indent of the context. This creates problems as material from upstream could be washed down and settle in a bend creating problems when trying to ascribe a Taphonomic history. This old river system could be hard when ascribing a Taphonomic history as we would expect to see more aquatic mollusc types rather than land mollusc, however there could be contamination with upper layers from landfill which may introduce land mollusc varieties creating more issues in ascribing a taphonomic history. Alternately, in this context we can see pottery dating back to the early to middle Neolithic, known as Peterborough ware (Smith, 1956) just above and in the context (marked here at Ebbsfleet/Mortlake sherd), this could signal that this indentation is actually a ditch/fill which leads to many Taphonomic problems. Ditches and fills create problems as they remove ‘natural’ stratigraphy (Renfrew & Bahn, 2016) thus mixing what molluscs may be present, creating incorrect models of environment and mollusc species present. Unit 8 is also a rather small context in comparison to the other contexts on the site, and due to this and added compression from the above layers it is likely that the molluscs available in unit 8 may be highly damaged (Preece, 2001) because of this it would be very hard to correctly analyse date and environment as we would have an incomplete data set. Thus, we will therefore be unable to find certain species which may have inhabited the environment at the time. Overall there are many problems when analysing Unit 8, such as the type of context, infill and size of stratigraphic layer.
	When looking at figure 2 we can see vast change in the diagram. We can see that the environment moves from a tundra environment, with only a few mollusc species inhabiting the area, the most common being Pupilla muscorum making up around 70% of the total mollusc population at the time. The environment then changes from tundra to an open woodland environment, which appears to be the longest environmental period. At this time we can see an introduction of many new species of mollusc into the environment such as a larger population of Zonitidae species (particularly Discus rotundatus and Corychium tridentatum) which appear to make up a significant portion of the new mollusc population, in some samples up to 30% of the total population, though populations found in the tundra environment still exists and inhabit this newly changed woodland environment. As the habitat changes once again we see a ‘Clearance phase’ which moves to grassland and dry grass land. In these new phases we see the previously prevalent Zonitidae species reduced to numbers so small it is difficult to estimate their population as a part of the total mollusc population, seemingly seeing the rise of a new dominate species Vallonia (particularity Vallonia costata and Vallonia excentrica). These new species of mollusc together make up around 60% of the total mollusc population in the uppermost section of the dig, in a dry grassland environment.


When identifying the probable causes of these changes there are 2 obvious agents; environmental change and human activity. First, climate change. At an initial glance it may be hard to discern climate change in an environment, however molluscs are very sensitive to change and prefer specific environmental conditions  and can tell us about what the surface of an environment is like due to this factor (Wilkinson & Stevens, 2003). However, these environments that certain species are adapted to could also have been made by human activity. We know that species like Vallonia costata and Vallonia encentrica inhabit dry grasslands with little to no shade such as ploughed farmland or steppe environments (Wilkinson & Stevens, 2003) and as there are an abundance of these in the upper layers of the sediment it is likely that these changes could have occurred from Human activity creating new farmland from woodland environments. I believe it is possible that the transition from a tundra environment to one of woodland is a natural changed caused by a changing climate (Allen, 2017), however I believe that it is likely that the relatively fast change from woodland to grassland environment is one that is, in all likelihood, caused by human interaction with the environment. This is due to the vast area which the woodland deposit sits on, 50cm to 30cm deep, and quickly changes to a grassland environment from approx. 25-30cm deep.
Trying to identify what time period this sample comes from could be quite difficult, however there are clues within the graph and molluscs that can give us a good estimate of when these changes take place. I would suggest that these changes occur from the very end of the glacial period into the early Neolithic in a western European country, most probably within the UK. I say this as the very early mollusc species present are a very robust species found all over Europe, particularly Pupilla muscorum. Then there is a change in environment, which I propose is the end of the last glacial period going into a post-glacial woodland in the Mesolithic, as evidenced in Allen (2017). He also makes the point that this would not have been continuous woodland, and that going into the Neolithic period these areas of grassland would likely be used for agriculture. Thus overall I would propose that this mollusc diagram covers a time period form around c.15,000 BP – c.11,000 BP (based on evidence from Allen (2017)), going from late glacial tundra into post glacial woodland and finally Neolithic farmland in between wooded environments.
This shows us both the issues of mollusc analysis and the uses that come from using mollusc analysis. From issues based on sedentary layers, size of contexts and evidence not surviving to the uses of molluscs in a wider sense when looking at changes of climate and possible human activity, and using these data sets to create an idea of possible dating of sites if no other dating techniques are available.
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