Archaeological charcoal: natural or human impact on the vegetation
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Summary: This presentation will summarise anthracological results from northern Syria for the second
half of the Holocene. A combination of methods will be used to investigate the relative impact of people

and climate on the vegetation.
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INTRODUCTION

Today oak park woodland is absent in northern Syria
(Fig 1). However, recent charcoal analysis at the sites of
Tell Mozan (3rd and early 2nd millennium BC), Tell
Leilan (3rd millennium BC), Tell Hamoukar (4th
millennium BC), Tell Halaf (first millennium BC till
second millennium AD), Tell Jerablus (4th and 3rd
millennium BC) and Tell Shioukh Tahtani (late 4th till
second millennium BC) indicates a more southward
distribution of deciduous oak through the second half of
the Holocene in Northern Syria (see also partially in
Deckers and Pessin, 2010).

FIGURE 1. Photo from present day Tell Mozan that shows the lack of
trees in the surroundings

METHODS

In this presentation, ancient woodland exploitation
will be investigated through GIS land use modeling,
diameter measurements on deciduous oak charcoal
fragments and charcoal-to-seed ratios. Besides
determining the human impact on the vegetation
through time, climatic impact on the vegetation will also
be investigated. This will amongst other things be
undertaken by evaluating the Pistacia/Quercus ubiquity
ratio, stable carbon isotopic values and ring-widths on
deciduous oak.
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PRELIMINARY RESULTS

Our GIS-calculations for the Upper Khabur Basin
for example indicate that even with population densities
of between 200 and 400 persons/ha there was still some
room for oak park woodland vegetation in the third
millennium BC (Deckers and Riehl, 2008). Moreover,
preliminary diameter analysis results on oak charcoal
fragments indicate that mostly small branches were used
during that period, thus that the whole tree was not cut
down, but instead coppicing was practiced.
Furthermore, charcoal-to-seed ratios from Tell Mozan
indicate that dung was probably an important
component of the fuel used at this site. The regular use
of dung as fuel there may indicate that the park
woodland was rather open in the surroundings of
Mozan. However, it cannot be discounted that people
used dung by preference, for example, for specific
purposes (Deckers, in press).

Quercus/Pistacia ubiquity ratios for the third to
second millennium BC indicate that the “boundary” of
the oak park woodland with the Pistacia woodland
(steppe) shifted northwards over time. This is probably
related with climatic drying (Deckers and Pessin, 2010).
Within this paper, the location of the “boundary” of the
oak park woodland with the pistachio woodland steppe
will be investigated over longer time periods.

The climatic interpretations will be backed by stable
carbon isotopic research and ring-widths of oak
fragments. This research is still in process at the time of
the abstract writing.
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