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ABSTRACT 
Open-air sites are ubiquitous signatures on most archaeological landscapes. These sites are, 
however, commonly affected by a number of  post-depositional factors that alter their spatial 
patterning. This paper presents the results of  an open-air experiment conducted in 
northeastern Botswana to investigate the taphonomic factors affecting such sites. In this 
experiment two surface scatters modeled on known Bushman open-air camp sites were created 
and material (stone tools, ostrich eggshell fragments, ceramic sherds, glass beads and faunal 
remains) systematically scattered across them. The two scatters were laid out in a colour-coded, 
nested square design to record the movement of  material throughout the experiment. One site 
was excavated after four months and the other after 12 months. The results show little 
horizontal material movement especially in the central ‘hearth’ areas of  these scatters and an 
initial, rapid, vertical period of  mobility, after which a majority of  surface artefacts are 
protected from subsequent movement, preserving the general scatter structures. This 
experiment suggests that open-air sites can offer detailed spatial information relevant to 
forager settlement structure that is often not accessible at rock-shelter sites. 

HIGHLIGHTS 
 The results show little horizontal material movement and a short period of  

vertical mobility  

 After this a majority of  surface artefacts were protected from subsequent 
movement 

 Upwards of  89 % of  material remained in its square of  origin even after 12 
months of  exposure 

 Smaller materials (glass beads and ostrich eggshell fragments) showed the least 
amount of  movement 

 Over 50% of  the experimental materials moved less than one meter between 
four and 12 months 

 75 % of  scattered material was still visible on the surface after 12 months 

 Average monthly material loss rates (1 %) were the same for the four and 12 
month sites 

 Post-depositional processes least disturbed the central ‘hearth’ (pink) areas 

 

Figure 1: The location of  the experiment (northeastern Botswana) 

in the Mashatu Game Reserve. 

Figure 2: Design of  each experiment sites and colour-coded 

zones into which artefacts were deposited. The blue zone was 

for control purposes. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The majority of  the deposited materials remained at the site (Table 1), with more than half  remaining at or near where they 
were initially placed. The least movement was recorded at the centre of  each site and in the smaller material categories (beads 
and OES fragments), even though a greater proportion of  the larger categories (ceramics and stone tools) were recovered.  
The low degree of  mobility observed in this study indicates that by studying dense patches at open-air sites we may be able to 
identify single-occupation sites and possibly nuclear-band site structures more accurately. The information derived from 
studies of  well-preserved open-air sites can supplement data from rock shelters and in certain cases provide levels of  detail 
not possible at sites where space is recycled and multiple occupations are often superimposed directly over one another.  
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 Original (g) Recovered (g) % of original % elsewhere Total % found 

Material Pink Orange White Total Pink Orange White Total Pink Orange White Total Pink Orange White Total Pink Orange White Total 

SE-S (4 months) 

Bead 10 8 10 28 7.1 3.9 4.6 15.5 70.9 48.1 45.7 55.4 2.4 24.3 27.2 18.0 73.3 72.4 72.9 72.9 

Ceramic 732 658 558 1948 543.1 241.8 114.4 899.4 74.2 36.8 20.5 46.2 14.7 60.0 53.0 42.6 88.9 96.7 73.5 86.4 

Shell 32 34 32 98 26.0 16.6 21.1 63.8 81.4 45.3 66.0 65.1 0.8 45.3 37.8 28.0 82.2 94.1 103.9 93.4 

Stone tool 762 864 842 2468 593.0 630.3 558.8 1782.1 77.8 73.0 66.4 72.2 18.3 22.1 29.2 23.2 96.2 95.1 95.6 95.6 

SE-L (12 months) 

Bead 10 8 10 28 6.9 3.9 2.6 13.5 69.2 49 26.2 48.1 13.4 27.6 24.9 22.0 82.6 76.6 51.1 70.0 

Ceramic 606 988 602 2196 333.6 628.7 213.9 1176.2 55.0 63.6 35.5 53.6 1.8 13.8 33.0 16.2 56.8 77.4 68.6 69.7 

Shell 36 32 29 97 14.5 17.1 10.7 42.4 40.4 53.5 37.0 43.7 0 16 21.6 12.5 40.4 69.5 58.6 56.2 

Stone tool 1322 1048 740 3110 933.4 816.4 366 2115.8 70.6 77.9 49.5 68.0 15.6 24.6 63.5 34.6 86.2 102.5 112.9 102.6 

Table 1: Outline of  placed and recovered finds at the 2 experimental sites. Original refers to the weight (g) of  each material type placed at the sites, recovered is the 

amount excavated after four (SE-S) and 12 (SE-L) months. % elsewhere refers to the amount of  material found outside of  their square of  origin.  

Figure 3: Views of  SE-S (left) and SE-L (right) with the grid digitally projected over 

the sites. Note the faunal remains in SE-L. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
We would like to thank the Palaeontologi-
cal Scientific Trust, the Leakey Founda-
tion, the Meyerstein travel grant and 
Mashatu Game Reserve for sponsorship 
and support throughout this research. Gi-
na Forssman (ceramics), Kath Forssman 
(beads) and Andrei Snyman (faunal re-
mains and rainfall data) are thanked for 
supplying material for the experiment. We 
would also like to thank John Shea, Matt 
Caruana and Matt Lotter for commenting 
on an earlier draft and Peter Mitchell for 
discussions. Any errors herein are our 
own. 

Figure 4: Colour-coded materials used in the experiment: (from left) 

glass beads, ostrich eggshell, ceramics and stone tools. 


