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Surface artefact scatters are an important and abundant archaeological
resource. Lithic specialists have for a long time recognised, and exploited,
the potential of scatters brought to light through ploughing. This paper
uses the case study of a surface collection from Lambay Island, Co.
Dublin to highlight the potential of surface material affected by a variety
of other taphonomic processes including rabbit and cattle activity, coastal
erosion and spade cultivation. The various effects of these processes and
the difficulties they pose for interpretation of the material are discussed
and one methodology for dealing with them is detailed. It is concluded
that, despite the problems inherent in the material, non-ploughzone
surface scatters can provide valuable insights into the lives of the people
who created them.

INTRODUCTION

The analysis of surface artefact scatters is nothing new to the field of archaeology;
some of the earliest antiquarian collections of stone tools consisted of surface
collected artefacts. In nineteenth century Ireland antiquarian collectors such as
Knowles, Gray and Buick amassed large collections, particularly in the north of the
country (see Woodman 1978, 327-330). More recently, research has focused on
materia brought to the surface through ploughing and collected through systematic,
gridded surveys. Consequently, recent considerations of lithic artefact taphonomy
have focussed on ploughed contexts, in particular the effects of the taphonomic
processes involved in bringing stone tools to the surface (Schofield 1991a; Dunnell
and Simek 1995; Shott 1995; Steinberg 1996). Despite the problems these processes
present, numerous studies (Cooney 1990; Green and Zvelebil 1990; Peterson 1990;
Schofield 1991b; Guinan 1992; Hodgers 1994) have considered what this easily
accessible and collectable material can contribute to our knowledge of the past. This
paper considers the very different taphonomic processes affecting a small surface
assemblage of lithics from Lambay Island, Co. Dublin and outlines one methodology
for dealing with them.

In 2005 detailed analysis of two surface collections from Lambay was undertaken as
part of an MA dissertation in the UCD School of Archaeology. The analysis formed
part of Professor Gabriel Cooney’s wider research program for the island with the
aim of determining what could be learned about the landscapes of the prehistoric
people who created and deposited the collections. Early in the research it became
clear that there was little in the literature either considering or demonstrating how to
deal with the distinctive taphonomic processes which brought the Lambay collections
to light. A new approach was developed, utilizing GIS technology and more
traditional techniques of analysis, in away that attempted to maximise the potential of
the unusual data under study.



