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COMPTE RENDU D’OUVRAGE / BOOK REVIEW

This remarkable volume is a welcome addition to the grow‑
ing body of research on the prehistory of north‑western 
Africa in the late Pleistocene and early Holocene (e.g. 
[1–3]). This region is, regrettably, often overlooked by 
archaeological and anthropological studies on Upper Pal‑
aeolithic Euro/Mediterranean material culture, subsist‑
ence and funerary behaviour. Yet, similarly to other better 
known sites, Taforalt has a long history of explorations and 
an impressive archaeological and funerary record. In recent 
studies, including this volume, researchers have made new 
discoveries not only through modern excavations, but also 
through the collection and critical re‑analysis — in the light 
of direct observations at the site — of excavation diaries and 
ichnographic and photographic evidence from older excava‑
tions. I believe that this approach is always fruitful (see also, 
[4–6]), and the research team should be commended.

The introductory Chapter 1 (Editors) does a good job of 
setting the scene, providing an initial overview of the his‑
tory of the research and detailing the geography of the area, 
with the added benefit of numerous large illustrations, both 
historical and contemporary, that help to familiarize the 
reader with the site. Particularly useful is the section detail‑
ing the aims and research questions addressed by the two 
successive projects (“Environmental factors in human evo‑
lution and dispersal in the Upper Pleistocene of the Western 

Mediterranean”, funded by NERC, UK, and “Cemeter‑
ies and sedentism in the Epipalaeolithic of North Africa”, 
funded by the Leverhulme Trust) that led to this monograph. 
The volume mainly explores issues of environmental and 
subsistence reconstruction, continuity and cultural variabil‑
ity of occupation, funerary behaviour, and the nature of the 
two main sequences, the “Yellow” and “Grey” series. While 
the over arching theoretical backgrounds relate economic 
intensification, ecological deterioration, increased seden‑
tism and broad‑spectrum subsistence patterns, the authors 
wisely avoid the constraints of rigidly‑framed hypothesis‑ 
testing, which would be limiting given the fragmentary 
nature and resolution of the evidence.

Chapter 2 (Collcut) and its Appendix 2 is a tour de 
force detailing the lithostratigraphy and sediments at the 
site, both for the earlier excavations (Ruhlmann, 1944–7; 
Roche, 1951–5/1969–76; Raynal, 1977–82; Courty, 1980s) 
through a painstaking analysis of old documentation, and 
for the new explorations by the current research team. This 
is one of the most detailed and well‑documented chapters in 
the whole volume, and it is not always an easy read. How‑
ever, the value of the raw data and analyses put forward, 
nicely complemented by the micromorphological analysis 
in Chapter 3 (Macphail), cannot be overstated. An explo‑
ration of one of the main questions raised in the volume, 
the nature of the Yellow vs. Grey series, concludes that the 
more recent Grey series was formed by faster sedimenta‑
tion of an anthropogenic nature, in contrast to the mostly 
colluvial nature of the Yellow series. The numerous illus‑
trations and maps are mostly of high quality and definitely 
useful for the reader.
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The difference in sedimentation rates between the Yel‑
low series (c. 27–15 kya cal. BP) and the Grey series  
(c. 15–12.5 kya cal. BP) is confirmed by the chronostrati‑
graphic evaluation of the site, mostly conducted through 
AMS dates, in Chapter 4 (Staff, Ditchfield, Rhodes, 
Schwenninger, Clark‑Balzan, Lee, and Barton). All AMS 
and the few OSL dates are usefully reported by sector in 
detailed tables.

Chapter 5 (Marco) on anthracological analysis, Chap‑
ter 6 (Morales) on macroscopic plant remains, and Chap‑
ter 7 (Jones, Ward, Parker) on phytolites, all provide useful 
data and discussions on palaeoenvironmental reconstruc‑
tions and human palaeoecology and diet. The charcoal dia‑
gram in Fig. 5.3 is particularly illuminating, including for 
non‑specialists, and is nicely complemented by a well‑writ‑
ten discussion. Of great interest is the charcoal analysis of 
the funerary sector of the cave, which concludes that there 
is no evidence of in situ burning, that the charcoal was 
not altered by other activities and that no particular kind 
of wood was used in connection with mortuary behaviour. 
In the context of these studies, a shortcoming of the palaeo 
environmental study is the absence of a detailed study on 
the pollen profile of the sequence.

In the next chapters, the focus shifts from plant to animal 
resources. Chapter 8 (Taylor and Bell) focuses on malaco‑
fauna, Chapter 9 (Turner) on large mammals, and Chapter 10 
(Cooper) on avifauna. The study of malacofauna is funda‑
mental considering the importance of land snail middens in 
North African Epipalaeolithic sites. This chapter does an 
excellent job in introducing the research questions raised 
by the middens and discussing the evidence at Taforalt. 
From palaeoecological and subsistence considerations to 
experimental cooking and notes on the modern significance 
of this resource, this chapter is a thoroughly enjoyable and 
informative read for experts and non‑specialists alike. The 
conclusion that the malacofauna in the Grey series due to 
human activity seems to be overwhelmingly supported by 
the evidence, although the authors warn that land snails 
should not be considered as a staple food. It is nevertheless 
an important element that points to a broad‑spectrum sub‑
sistence regime for these Epipalaeolithic foragers.

Chapter 9, on large mammalian fauna, provides a large 
amount of data on the range of animals identified in the 
deposit, on butchering techniques, hunting preferences and 
seasonality (through an interesting albeit preliminary study 
of dental cementum, led by Wall‑Scheffler). It highlights the 
importance of Barbary sheep and the transportation of their 
crania to the cave, which was most likely for reasons other 
than dietary use.

Chapter 10 on avian assemblages is based on fewer data, 
but it is well written and extremely interesting, especially 
for its implications about the use of avifauna in funerary 

contexts. Given the almost unique nature of this study for 
north African prehistory and its relevance to Late Palaeo‑
lithic research in general, I would have welcomed more 
comparative discussions on other funerary contexts with 
evidence evoking uses of avifauna for ritual purposes (if any 
exist, for example at Arene Candide see [7–8]). However, I 
assume that the topic will be further developed in the future 
publications.

In Chapter 11, the Editors essentially report that the study 
of microfauna is still in progress, and that only preliminary 
results on herpetofauna are available, from which it is dif‑
ficult to discern an environmental signal (Chapter 11.2 by 
Gleed‑Owen and Barton).

Chapter 12 (Hogue and Bouzouggar) describes the lithic 
assemblage of the LSA series, discussed in section 12.1 on 
raw materials (Hogue and Barton). This section provides 
abundant detail, with a large number of tables and illus‑
trations, as does the wider regional comparison with other 
Iberomaurusian assemblages. A drawing next to each speci‑
men would have allowed a better appreciation of both the 
raw material and the technological information.

Organic artefacts are the focus of Chapter 13, particularly 
bone tools (Desmond) and shell ornaments (Freyne). The 
chapter also provides insights into the possible use of bone 
tools: the inferences on basket weaving are particularly inter‑
esting. The section devoted to the relatively low number of 
shell ornaments found during the new excavations suggests a 
possible association with funerary behaviour, and highlights 
the connection with the coastal area via travel or trade.

Chapter 14 reviews the evidence on inorganic matter, 
such as irregular clay fragments that appear to have been 
baked (14.1 Barton and Collcutt), grindstones and pestles 
(Barton, Collcutt, Humphrey, Freyne) and ochre and miner‑
als (Collcutt). A connection is considered between the small 
grindstones/pestles and the sector of the cave used for funer‑
ary purposes, although no definitive answer is proposed at 
this stage.

Chapter 15, on human burial evidence (Humphrey, 
Freyne, Berridge PJ, Berridge P), is one of the most impor‑
tant in the volume, as highlighted in the title. A number of 
burials were unearthed in previous excavations by Roche 
in the 1950s. These were first studied by Ferembach [9] 
and subsequently by Mariotti et al. [4,10], who re‑assessed  
and reduced the minimum number of individuals. Never‑
theless, this large skeletal series remains central to our 
understanding of funerary behaviour and the biologi‑
cal makeup of Iberomaurusian Later Stone Age people.  
The new excavations, conducted in the back western end 
of the cave, have yielded fourteen additional individuals, 
who appear to be slightly older than the ones found in previ‑
ous investigations. This is suggested by the chronostratig‑
raphy and by the lack of evidence of funerary behaviour 
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involving secondary manipulation of human remains, as 
detailed by Mariotti and colleagues on Roche’s skeletal 
series, and which appear to have developed in the later Cap‑
sian [5]. The description of each of the new burials is clear 
and detailed, with both drawings and photographs. Charts 
representing recovered skeletal elements are given for each 
individual, and the inferences on taphonomic processes and 
possible/probable grave goods are comprehensive. The sec‑
tion describing the sequence of mortuary behaviours is not 
easy to follow but intriguing for people who are interested 
in these aspects. The authors are cautious in their interpreta‑
tions of possible intentional vs. unintentional manipulation 
of earlier remains during the placement of new depositions. 
The thorough discussion compares the evidence at Taforalt 
with contemporary assemblages in the wider region, and 
elaborates on the diachronic changes in funerary behaviour 
at the site. As in other sections in this volume, the authors 
refrain from wider comparisons with other Late Palaeolithic 
and Mesolithic funerary sites in the Euro‑Mediterranean 
macro‑region. One assumes that these wider implications 
will be explored in future research.

In contrast, Chapter 16 (De Groote and Humphrey), on 
the physical anthropology of the new remains, is quite brief. 
Stature, lower limb proxies of mechanical adaptations and 
some aspects of dental anthropology (like attrition, dental 
avulsion and oral pathologies) are outlined. The compara‑
tive data on stature from European Middle and Late Upper 
Palaeolithic individuals (16.2) could have been better sum‑
marized and displayed in tables and figures, and the impli‑
cations of variation in mean stature are implied rather than 
explained for non‑specialist readers. An additional point is 
that the Grimaldi Caves are in the province of Ventimiglia in 
Italy, not in Monaco as indicated in the chapter.

The section on mobility (16.3) as inferred from diaphy‑
seal structural properties uses diameters (Dprod) rather than 
periosteal contours or full cross‑sections (which include the 
reconstruction of the medullary cavity). While regressions 
of Dprod vs. J (polar moment of area) show strong cor‑
relations, there is virtually no comparative data using this 
method, and indeed the comparison in this section is limited 
to male vs. females among Taforalt individuals. Regarding 
the section on shape indices, which are assumed to correlate 
with mobility levels, diameters are not equivalent to bend‑
ing moments, and these data are not the best comparison 
with indices derived from second moments of area, as done 
in this section when comparing Taforalt with “Late Upper 
Palaeolithic individuals from Europe”, a “Neolithic sample 
from Italy” and an “Iron Age series” (to help track the source 
of the data, Chapter 6 should be referenced [11], instead of 
the whole book [12]). Furthermore, if we assume that diam‑
eters approximate mechanical shape indices, that n = 7 (indi‑
viduals from Fig. 15.5 showing a mid‑diaphyseal portion of 

femur), a sample with mean Ix/Iy = 1.1 and s.d. = 0.11 would 
be significantly lower in a t‑test than the one shown by the 
Late Upper Palaeolithic hunters and Neolithic pastoralists 
mentioned in the text, and not significantly different when 
compared to the more sedentary Iron Age people. Although 
a non‑parametric test would probably be more appropriate, 
this statistical datum would have strengthened the section’s 
conclusion that data are “suggestive of moderate levels of 
terrestrial mobility” (although a statement earlier in the text 
suggests otherwise: “The mean shape index of the individu‑
als from Taforalt is indicative of high mobility levels”). In a 
volume where the issue of possible sedentism in the Epipal‑
aeolithic is explored, this could have been further discussed.

The section on dental anthropology (16.4) provides 
insights into age estimation via dental attrition, and high‑
lights the practice of dental evulsion in the Iberomaurusian; 
I would have appreciated pictures of the three individuals 
who were subjected to this practice. The section on caries 
and other dental pathologies is quite interesting, and sup‑
ports an increased reliance on carbohydrates among Epipal‑
aeolithic foragers at Taforalt.

Chapter 17 (Lee‑Thorp, Vaughan, Ditchfield, and Hum‑
phrey) discusses calcium and nitrogen isotopic analysis in 
both humans and fauna at Taforalt. The raw data are use‑
fully reported in a table, and displayed in the bivariate plot. 
The diet at Taforalt included a significant amount of protein, 
despite evidence of greater reliance on carbohydrates (see 
above), and no evidence of marine foods. Regarding mobil‑
ity issues, future research may implement other isotopes 
such as strontium and sulphur.

The final Chapter 18 brings all the previous evidences 
together in a discussion taking in the different theoretical 
backgrounds (intensification and resource depletion, broad 
spectrum subsistence, optimal foraging theory), and touches 
on issues of continuity of human occupation, seasonality, 
mobility and division of labour. Overall, there is an evidence 
of a broadening foraging spectrum, but this does not appear 
to be driven by environmental constraints. The final chapter 
offers an apt conclusion to a well‑researched book, and brings 
out the wealth of interpretable data that the multi‑disciplinary 
research team was able to gather. This book would be an 
important addition to the library of any researcher interested 
in Late Upper Palaeolithic archaeology and bio‑cultural adap‑
tations, regardless of their regional focus.

References

 1.  Mulazzani S (ed) (2013) Le Capsien de Hergla (Tunisie). Culture, 
environnement et économie. Reports in African archaeology, 4. 
Africa Magna Verlag, Frankfurt, 439 p

 2.  Douka K, Jacobs Z, Lane C, et al (2014) The chronostratigraphy 
of the Haua Fteah cave (Cyrenaica, northeast Libya). J Hum Evol 
66:39–63



192  BMSAP (2020) 32:189-192 

 3.  Lubell D (ed) (2016) Holocene prehistory in the Télidjène Basin, 
eastern Algeria: Capsian occupations at Kef Zoura D and Aïn 
Misteheyia. Archaeopress, Oxford, 232 p

 4.  Mariotti V, Bonfiglioli B, Facchini F, et al (2009) Funerary prac‑
tices of the Iberomaurusian population of Taforalt (Tafoughalt; 
Morocco, 11–12,000 BP): new hypotheses based on a grave by 
grave skeletal inventory and evidence of deliberate human modifi‑
cation of the remains. J Hum Evol 56:340–54

 5.  Jackes M, Lubell D (2014) Capsian mortuary practices at site 12 
(Aïn Berriche), Aïn Beïda region, eastern Algeria. Quat Int 320: 
92–108

 6.  Sparacello VS, Rossi S, Pettitt P, et al (2018) New insights on 
Final Epigravettian funerary behavior at Arene Candide Cave 
(Western Liguria, Italy). J Anthropol Sci 96:61–184. 

 7.  Cassoli PF (1980) L’avifauna del Pleistocene superiore delle 
Arene Candide (Liguria). Mem Ist It Paleontol Um 3:155–234

 8.  Alhaique F, Molari C (2006) Nuove considerazioni sulle sepol‑
ture delle Arene Candide alla luce della revisione dei materiali 
conservati presso l’Istituto Italiano di Paleontologia Umana di 

Roma. In: Martini F (ed) La cultura del morire, origines, pro‑
getti, III. Istituto Italiano di Preistoria e Protostoria, Firenze, 
pp 211–38

 9.  Ferembach D (avec la collaboration de Dastugue J, Poitrat‑Tar‑
gowla MJ) (1962) La nécropole épipaléolithique de Taforalt 
(Maroc oriental) : étude des squelettes humains. Edita Casablanca, 
Rabat, Paris, 175 p

10.  Mariotti V, Condemi S, Belcastro MG (2014) Iberomaurusian 
funerary customs: new evidence from unpublished records of 
the 1950s excavations of the Taforalt necropolis (Morocco).  
J Archaeol Sci 49:488–99

11.  Sparacello VS, Marchi D, Shaw CN (2014) The importance of 
considering fibular robusticity when inferring the mobility pat‑
terns of past populations. In: Carlson K, Marchi D (eds) Recon‑
structing mobility: environmental, behavioral, and morphological 
determinants. Springer, New York, pp 91–111

12.  Carlson K, Marchi D (eds) (2014) Reconstructing mobility: envi‑
ronmental, behavioral, and morphological determinants. Springer, 
New York, 295 p


	_JouveStylerPosition_

