MM 19:2

Give us some small sites please!
Report on the first year of excavations in the rock shelter of Pont-Glas
(Plouneour-Menez, Finistere, France)
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Understanding Mesolithic societies in Brittany

Research on the Mesolithic period in Brittany was initially concentrated on the coast and shell middens, and
has gradually migrated towards the interior of the Breton peninsula during the 1970s and on a greater scale
during the 1990s. Following the field surveys of P. Gouletquer’s team (Gouletquer et al., 1996), it became
obvious that the most frequent mode of Mesolithic occupation in the west of the Armorican peninsula was
settlement in the interior and not at coastal shellmiddens. We have an inventory of 1318 sites with prehistoric
flint tools in Finistére (figure 1), a number that increases continually thanks to the efficiency of the network
of prospectors in this region. These sites represent a mass of data that is still largely unexploited. This
abundance of archaeological material enables analysis of how the raw material economy is structured across
space on a regional, or even sometimes a local, basis.

The acid soils of the Armorican massif have destroyed bone remains, except those preserved in alkaline shell
deposits. The seeds and often the charcoal have been destroyed by the same causes. It is thus necessary to
use raw material and stone tool dispersion as the basis for information about human group mobility, social
structure, ethnic markers or the social organisation of stone tool production. Raw material diffusion zones in
the Mesolithic are well known in western Brittany, especially for the end of the Late Mesolithic (6000-5500
cal BC - Gouletquer et al. 1996; Yven 2002; Marchand 2007), but the ways in which this dispersion of raw
materials across varied habitats was carried out is ignored. Critical features in the organisation of lithic
reduction sequences on a site - i.e. whether artefacts were being made in or outside a particular habitat - are
never perceptible because of a poor sedimentary record and a partial understanding of the spatial units.

Yet, only a functional approach of this kind will enable us to understand residential or logistic mobility in the
hinterland. Without bones or seeds available, this approach combines use-wear analysis on stone tools with
the identification of “chaine opératoire” stages (decortication flakes, blade production, rejuvenation flakes,
tool retouch stages etc.) in each habitat.
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Figure 1: Spatial distribution of Mesolithic sites in Brittany (on the left: field surveys in Finistére; on the
right: excavations in Brittany).
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We tried initially to improve our understanding of the available information by exploring the nature of the
surface sites. Between 2001 and 2003, five sites in the corpus of surface sites have been partially excavated
in varied topographic contexts (slope, plateau, dry valley, riverbank — Marchand, 2005). This work was made
in parallel to similar works recently in Finistere: at Quillien (Le Cloitre-Saint-Thégonnec — Blanchet et al.
2006), at Kervilien (Tonquédec, Cotes d’Armor — Yven 2002) or at Lannuel (Guipronvel — Pailler 2007).
None of these sites delivered any preserved archaeological level, nor man-made structures. It appears that the
limits of a site visible on the surface must initially be judged according to possible taphonomic influence
before interpreting it as the original human occupation limits. The flint areas on these sites corresponded to a
thick infra-ploughing level, while their limits resulted from obvious sedimentary truncations. Therefore, we
decided to change our approach and began to seek homogeneous sedimentary levels in other contexts.

Archaeological evidence for the Mesolithic in western France is dominated by big assemblages collected
from large excavations or huge field surveys (often from areas greater than 10,000 m?). The discovery and
examination of small archaeological sites would be particularly welcome, as this would enable a better
association of diagnostic elements together (types of tool and debitage methods), elements that are well-
known but still floating in our chronological models. Only fortuitous discoveries can lead us to
archaeological artefacts resulting from short pauses by hunters (“location”) or flint knapping activities. This
assertion is however very theoretical, because no such fortuitous occurrences have taken place! Rescue
archaeology is now interested in surfaces of several hectares: when the mechanical scrapings allow the
detection of a Mesolithic site, it is a vast unit, with numerous occupations during Prehistory, and thus it
cannot answer the problems discussed here. The rock shelters such as Roc’h Toul (Guiclan), Kerbizien
(Huelgoat) and Pont-Glas (Plounéour-Ménez) constitute a kind of habitat quite rare in Brittany, but deserve
attention as their restricted dimensions imply short-term occupations.

Excavations in 2007 at Pont-Glas

The Pont-Glas rock shelter (Plouneour-Menez) offered good conditions to approach these problems. Two big
blocks of granite (blocks 1 and 2), one leaning on the other, protect a surface of 15 m?. It is a cavity with two
entrances (figure 2 and 3). One other block of granite (block 3) closed this shelter at the eastern entrance and
probably facilitated the installation of a roof. However, modern quarrymen destroyed it recently. This shelter
was discovered and tested in 1987 by M. Le Goffic (1990), who recognized a level containing flints of late
Mesolithic date mixed with Gallic ceramics.

The excavations of 2007 (figure 4) examined the entire covered surface as well as a zone extending two
meters in front of the Eastern entrance. Under a vegetable litter rich in Mesolithic lithic pieces and in Gallic
ceramics, a dense burned stone level, some 40 cm thick (outside) to 15 cm thick (inside), contained La Téne
ceramics and Mesolithic lithics. Underneath this disturbed level, a homogeneous level contained only
Mesolithic artefacts.

Figure 2 (left): The beginning of excavation in front of the rock shelter of Pont-Glas (view from the east).
Figure 3 (right): Excavations beneath block 2.
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We found 337 artefacts in the disturbed levels and in the homogeneous level at the bottom. In spite of recent
disturbance carried out by humans and animals, it seems that the horizontal distribution of all the lithic
pieces corresponds to the spatial organisation of the shelter in prehistoric times. The great majority of the
finds come from under Block 2. However, the height of this part of the shelter during the Mesolithic must
have been between 0 to 70 cm high, allowing a human only to sit down or to lie down. We can therefore
suppose that this was a discard zone: the central part of the shelter was used and the activities moved
artefacts to the edges of the shelter.

Lithic industry

The primary source of raw materials of the Pont-Glas knappers are flint pebbles collected on the beaches 40
km to the north (figure 5). Local raw materials (metamorphic or sedimentary rocks) represent half of the
lithic material of this collection. The diversity of the facieses of Forest-Landerneau microquartzite or Eocene
sandstones represented in this small assemblage indicates that the occupations had been multiple; during
every stay, people only left a few elements. The presence of imported flints from the carbonated plains of the
Paris basin (250 km) is hard to interpret, because such circulations are not observed for this period in
Brittany.

The thin backed bladelets are characteristics of the Bertheaume group (Early Mesolithic), which is a
technical entity present in all Finistére at the 9" and at the beginning of the 8" millennium cal BC.

ISSN 0259-3548 14



MM 19:2

Nevertheless, the great majority of the lithic pieces are Teviecian (Late Mesolithic), an industry of the
second half of the 6™ millennium cal BC. The best comparison for the raw material types, the debitage
techniques and the tools types is the site of La Presqu’ile (Brennilis), 10 km at south of Pont-Glas (Marchand
2005). Other sites of comparable nature are known in the north of Finistére: Kerliezoc (Plouvien - Josselin et
al. 2003), Cobalan (Forest-Landerneau - Tsobgou 2006) or Kerdunvel (Plourin-Ploudalmézeau - Marchand
2005 b). The use of non-flint raw material reached its peak at the end of the Mesolithic and it is the most
visible signal for the archaeologist working on the industries. The main differences between Pont-Glas and
the big sites are the proportions of tools and the different “‘chaine opératoire” stages.
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Figure 5 (above): Proportions of raw material and distance
for acquisition.

Figure 6: Arrowheads (on the left: Mikaél cataclasite)

First steps in the creation of a model

With a rate of 85% (out of only 20 tools...), the arrowheads are dominant among the tools (figure 6). It is
interesting to compare this rate to those obtained on other sites of the end of the Mesolithic studied with the
same methods: arrowheads account for 29% of tools at the huge site of L’Essart (Poitiers, Vienne; Marchand
et al. 2007), 50% in the shellmiddens of Beg-er-Vil (Quiberon, Morbihan) and 75% on the small coastal
station of La Gilardiére at Pornic (Marchand 2000). We interpret these proportions as indicators of the
activities carried out in different sites. In the same way, we propose to see in the rate of burned flint a
relevant criterion: the more stable the occupation, the more diverse the activities, the greater the probability
for a lithic tool to be affected by fire. The rate of burned elements is rather low here (22%) in comparison
with Beg-er-Vil (35%) or L’Essart (85%).

The long occupation period seen by faunal studies (Dupont 2005), the high level of marine proteins in the
human bones (Schulting and Richards 2001), the importance of structures for the living and the dead
(Péquart et al. 1937) and the absence of inland lithic raw materials indicate the stability of human occupation
on the coast and the central position of shell middens in Mesolithic spatial organisation (Marchand 2005,
2007). In the logistical model that we outline here, the Pont-Glas rock shelter or the coastal site of La
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Gilardi¢re are field camps of task groups (in Binford’s terminology, 1980), intended more particularly for
hunting (Pont-Glas) or fishing (La Gilardiere), while the shellmiddens or the huge riverbank sites would be
permanent or semi-permanent settlements.

This lithic assemblage of Pont-Glas has to be completed by the excavation of the probably homogeneous
bottom levels and excavation under other blocks immediately near by. The first results are interesting to
document a kind of unknown site, related to the activities of predation. The comprehension of Mesolithic
societies at the end of the Breton peninsula was traditionally done according to two ways:

- Through the total analyses of the remains from the four shellmiddens in southern Brittany, which include
organic remains, necropolis and domestic structures,

- Through the lithic analyses exclusively on more than a hundred large Mesolithic sites in the hinterland
(mainly surface finds).

The main problem in hunter-gatherer archaeology in western France is to find enough contrast between the
habitats in order to approach the rhythms of human mobility. We hope these little archaeological contexts in
rock shelters will open a new door into the comprehension of human behaviour in the first part of the
Holocene.
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