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PREFACE

When I started studying bird remains from archaeological sites in Scotland and

England in the 1980s, I would have been very grateful for a book which contained

guidance on how to set about it and some ideas on how the bones might be inter-

preted. Later, when teaching the zooarchaeology of bird remains, I would also have

found such a book very useful, so eventually I decided to write it myself. The liter-

ature on birds in archaeology has expanded greatly in the past 25 years, but it is not

easily available except to specialists, as it is scattered in journals and collections of

papers which have been published all over the world. This is my attempt to bring

the scattered material together. It is intended as a guide to the subject, a synthesis of

current research, and a basis for research in the future.

The early chapters are the practical ones. The later chapters contain surveys

of the literature on capturing wild birds and their place in diet, the history and

process of domestication, and the role of birds in religion, ritual, sport, and pleasure.

One chapter is concerned with the role of bird remains in reconstructing past

environments: the ways in which birds have been affected by human predation and

environmental and climate change. The non-specialist reader who is more inter-

ested in birds and people in the past than in the minutiae of analysis may prefer

to read the later chapters first. Conscious of the fact that the general reader will be

interested in the history of the interactions between people and birds, I have included

a very brief summary of the role of birds in early human history in Chapter 10.

Otherwise, topics rather than geography and time have dictated the organisation of

chapters.

The names of the birds provided the first challenge. In the end, I settled on using

the vernacular English name and on using the lower case rather than the upper

case in bird names, to conform to common and archaeological usage rather than to

scientific ornithological usage. Where a species is found on both sides of the Atlantic,

I have used the American or English vernacular name as appropriate. A list of the
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xxiv preface

English and scientific names used in the text is given in Appendix 1. So far as the

domestic chicken is concerned, although it is historically correct to refer to it as

‘domestic fowl’ in scientific writing, I have used ‘chicken’, as in colloquial English

usage.

Measurements quoted are metric, but imperial measurements are quoted and

the conversion to metric added when research by scholars from the United States

is discussed. I have used bc and ad (rather than bce) and bp (Before Present)

according to which is relevant for the area and date in question. Radiocarbon dates,

if calibrated, follow the calibration of the original authors.
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