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A report on the International Webinar on Molluscs and Ancient Human Societies and Meeting of
the Archaeomalacology working group (AMWG) 28-30th September 2021.

In the 2016 AMWG meeting at Orkney, Scotland it was proposed to have the next meeting at Pune in 2020 which due
to Covid was postponed to 2021. However due to the ongoing pandemic this had to be conducted in an online mode.
This is a report on the International Webinar on Molluscs and Ancient Human Societies and Meeting of the
Archaeomalacology Working Group (AMWG) 28-30th September 2021 held online. The webinar was hosted from
Dept. of AIHC and Archaeology, Deccan College PGRI through Google Meet. Around 300 participants had registered.
The webinar commenced with an inaugural address by Prof. Pandey, the Vice Chancellor, Deccan College PGRI, Pune,
Emeritus Professor K. Padayya and ex Vice chancellor Prof. V. Shinde. Two special keynote addresses took place:  1)
on 28th September by Prof. Mark Kenoyer entitled The Role of Marine Shell in the Ornaments, Arts and Rituals of the
Indus tradition: 7000 to 1900BC; 2) On 29th September by Dr. Daniella Bar Yosef entitled The Earliest Shell Beads. A
total of 32 papers were presented by scholars from the USA, Israel, China, Germany, Serbia, Italy, Thailand, Iran,
Spain, and India. These covered wide-ranging topics over vast geographical regions from the Arctic to the Andaman
Islands. Topics discussed ranged from the earliest use of shell as beads, indicators of trade, in rituals, shell working,
shell cups, shell middens, cowries, isotope sclerochronology and shells in Sanskrit literature.  On 29th September
following the lecture By Dr.Daniella Bar Yosef,  a meeting was arranged which was attended by a few members. The
webinar ended with a valedictory function on 30th September.  Despite the online mode, although an offline meeting
would have been preferred, the series of lectures were well received. Due to the good response it has been decided
to publish the proceedings for which papers are already being received. If anyone is still interested in submitting a
paper we would be happy to receive them on any topic  related to molluscs and  their past uses by March 30th.
Kindly contact us at amwg2020@gmail.com

Coordinators

Dr.Arati Deshpande-Mukherjee
Dr. Pankaj Goyal
Dept. of AIHC & Archaeology,
Deccan College PGRI.Pune 411006,
India.
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A Conus Whorl Ornament from Tanzania

Jonathan R. Walz

jwalz.us@gmail.com

During the excavation of an archaeological site in present-day northeastern Tanzania, a Conus whorl ornament was
recovered. This research note describes the artifact, reports the object’s context and date, and discusses its possible
meaningfulness based on Conus whorl objects from archaeological, historical, and ethnographic records in wider
southern and East Africa.

Forty species of the genus Conus live in the nearshore western Indian Ocean and wider Indo-Pacific region (Richmond
1997; Robin 2008). The shells of these marine gastropods vary in size and color patterning. The shells of pristine
specimens of Conus are glossy and at least partially bright white. The whorl (or “face”) of individual shells has a
defined, spiral-like pattern. Members of African societies often removed Conus whorls from their overall shells and
ground them to a disk. This process often left a hole at the center of the spiral-like pattern. Throughout southeastern
Africa and much of the Indo-Pacific world, objects with circular or spiral patterns tend to have cultural significance
(e.g., Safer and Gill 1982).

Conus shells are known from archaeological sites in many parts of the world. In southeastern Africa, finds of Conus
shells (whole or partial) extend to the Late Pleistocene Epoch (e.g., d’Errico et al. 2020). Conus shells are found at
settlements of iron-using, farming communities more than 1000 years ago, for instance on the Zimbabwe Plateau
and in the Indian Ocean hinterland around Lake Malawi. At Sibudu (on the eastern coast of South Africa),
archaeologists recovered a Conus shell with a glass bead of Indian Ocean origin embedded in the center of its whorl
(Wood et al. 2008: 242). A trade in Conus whorls reached its height during the middle to late second millennium CE.
Known as ndoro in much of southeastern Africa, researchers have recovered Conus whorls in the burials of chiefly
figures, for example at Ingombe Ilede in southern Zambia (Ellert 1984). During the 16th and 17th centuries, the
Portuguese – who traded in this area – became enamoured with the value of ndoro, eventually making copies in
ceramic form. Through material substitution, the Portuguese sought to elaborate their exchange with inland
dynasties, such as Torwa (Chirikure 2019).

In East Africa, Conus whorls are commonly named vibangwa (singular: kibangwa). These ornaments are known
almost exclusively from post-1850 CE texts, drawings, and photographs (e.g., Browne 1930; Harding 1961; Hatchell
1928). Historical ethnography and oral traditions, including of the Kimbu and Sukuma in present-day Tanzania, attest
to the use of vibangwa. However, unlike in southeastern Africa, vibangwa are not reported in archaeological
publications. Why? This trend may result from one or more factors: 1) systematic archaeology has yet to be applied
widely in the coastal hinterland (leaving sites and such artifacts unidentified), 2) the calcium carbonate that
comprises marine shell does not preserve well in the region’s acidic soils, and 3) there have been few archaeological
studies that investigate the early pasts of the historical kingdoms of eastern and central Tanzania and Kenya, where
Conus whorls are most likely to have been used. It has until the last decade also been argued that 4) there were
limited coast-inland ties in East Africa during the last 1,500 years, as seaward-facing Swahili cities and towns along
the coast monopolized marine items.

Systematic archaeological research in the lower Pangani (Ruvu) Basin, Tanzania, and in adjacent areas has begun to
address these shortcomings and challenges (e.g., Kusimba and Walz 2018). Two archaeological sites in northeastern
Tanzania – Kwa Mgogo and Gonja Maore – occupy prominent positions along an inland corridor. Scientific excavations
at these two sites indicate diverse local production and multidirectional flows of both local and introduced items,
such as ceramics, iron bloom, and ornaments made of various materials (Walz 2010, 2017). Included among these
items are more than 225 marine shells, primarily Monetaria annulus, Monetaria moneta, and Volvarina sp. In
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addition, there are 16 examples of tubular beads made from the spires of conchs (Strombus spp.) and two beads
made from the hinges of giant clams (likely Tridacna sp.). Other artifacts of marine provenience include modified
Conus shells often pierced at the center of their whorl or on their dorsal surface. One whole Conus shell from Kwa
Mgogo (Figure 1) had a glass bead of South Asian origin embedded in the center of its whorl, like the Conus shell
recovered at Sibudu in South Africa (see above).

Figure 1: Whole Conus shell from Kwa Mgogo

The archaeological site of Gonja Maore lies near the base of the South Pare Mountains more than 125 km from the
Indian Ocean coastline. The site straddles a low hill flanked by a large ash mound (Soper 1967; Walz 2010: 229-277).
One 2 m x 2 m excavation trench placed in the mound yielded 70 marine shells and more than 400 disc beads made
from the shells of giant land snails (Lissachatina spp.). Atop the hill, excavations recovered an exquisite ornament in
the shape of a crescent moon (Figure 2). The artifact is made from a ground Conus whorl that is perforated above its
central aperture. The ornament’s edges are smoothed and regular. Its maximum dimensions are as follows: 34.3 mm
(length) x 30.4 mm (width) x 2.3 mm (thickness). The artifact’s mass is 3.4 g. The ornament was located in the
uppermost stratum of Trench 4 alongside Maore ceramics. A charcoal sample from the stratum was dated by AMS
technique and calibrated (2-sigma range): 1443-1635 cal AD (Walz 2010).
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Figure 2: Conus whorl ornament from Gonja Maore

In East and southern Africa, a Conus whorl ornament was hung from a cord around the neck, attached to a coiffure,
or tethered to an arm. Across time, but especially in periods that align with the date of this ornament, powerful
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individuals – chiefly figures and prominent healers – wore vibangwa. The symbolic power of these objects derived
from their bundled characteristics: bright white, with a distinct whorl pattern and an oceanic origin (a distant place).
In addition, the ornament from Gonja Maore was shaped to a crescent (perhaps to mimic the moon). Due to these
characteristics, inland societies in southeastern Africa commonly considered Conus whorls and other unique marine
shells (e.g., cowries) to be of the “celestial realm” (e.g., Moffett and Hall 2019). Also of importance, the spiral-like
Conus whorl mimicked a coiled snake at rest. In the religions of this region, serpents often were supreme beings or
nature spirits. Currently, influential healers on the Swahili Coast employ texts with images that associate spiral-like
shapes with serpents and crescents (Figure 3). Due to these affordances and associations, a Conus whorl likely
naturalized the power of its wearer.

Figure 3: Drawings in the margin of a text employed by contemporary healers along the Swahili Coast; note the
juxtaposition of the spiral pattern, serpents, and the overlying crescent shapes

The Conus whorl ornament from Gonja Maore raises similarities – thus far unacknowledged – between early
contemporaneous objects in East and southern Africa. It is the first artifact of its type recovered in a scientific
excavation at a pre-19th-century, iron-using, farming site in present-day Tanzania. The object’s location atop a hill and
near to a large ash mound with copious evidence of regional exchange suggests it was important. In fact, the
ornament may contribute to debates about the origin of chiefdoms and role of symbols and ritual in and around the
South Pare Mountains (Håkansson 1998; Kimambo 1969). An influential individual may have lived at or visited Gonja
Maore half a millennium ago.
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SHELLS FROM AN EXCAVATION AT HORVAT HADAT NEAR MODI'IN, ISRAEL

Henk K. Mienis,
National Natural History Collections, Berman Building Room 119,
Hebrew University, Edmond J. Safra Campus, IL-9190401 Jerusalem, Israel
and
The Steinhardt Museum of Natural History – Israel National Center for Biodiversity Studies, Tel Aviv University,
IL-6997801 Tel Aviv, Israel
mienis@netzer.org.il

In the summer of 2006 and the autumn of 2009 Dr. Edwin van den Brink carried out an excavation at Horvat Hadat
along the route of Highway 8 in Modi'in on behalf of the Israel Antiquities Authority (Permits A 4735 and A 5763).
Among the archaeozoological remains retrieved at the site were also seven archaeomalacological samples. They
contained the remains of eight shells. They are briefly discussed here.

The shells of Horvat Hadat

The eight shells recovered during the excavation turned out to belong to only three species. The
archaeomalacological items are arranged according to the systematics used among the molluscs and the chronology
of the loci.

GASTROPODA
Family Ferussaciidae
Calaxis hierosolymarum (Roth 1855)
Square C1; Locus 565; Basket 6410: one complete shell.

BIVALVIA
Family Glycymerididae
Glycymeris nummaria (Linnaeus, 1758)
Square D0; Locus 430; Basket 6332: one fragment of the ventral margin. It shows clearly evidence of burning.
Remarks: Until recently this species was better known as Glycymeris insubrica (Brocchi, 1814).

Family Iridinidae
Chambardia rubens arcuta (Cailliaud, 1823)
Square C2; Locus 268; Basket 5526: one fragment of the anterior part of the ventral margin;
Square D5; Locus 439; Basket 6066: one fragment from near the ventral margin;
Square G1; Locus 524; Basket xxxx: two fragments of which one from the posterior part of the valve;
Square C4; Locus 591; Basket 6476: one umbonal fragment;
Square A6; Locus 595; Basket 6486: one umbonal fragment.

Discussion
The shells recovered at Horvat Hadat originated from three completely different geographical areas.

The single Calaxis hierosolymarum is a local terrestrial snail. It lives underground and therefore lacks eyes. It is
commonly encountered in caves and often in the vicinity of bones where it feeds on fungi and molds.

The single Glycymeris nummaria is a marine species and was brought to the site from the Mediterranean shore. Still
today it is the most common species washed ashore, this in spite of the fact that only rarely are living specimens
encountered in the Levantine basin (Mienis et al., 2006).

The six fragments of Chambardia rubens arcuta, a freshwater mussel, were brought to the site from the river Nile in
Egypt.
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Because of the lifestyle of the terrestrial snail the single shell of Calaxis found at Hill C1-East might be even of recent
origin.

Valves of Glycymeris nummaria are encountered during excavations of almost any site in the Levant. Single valves
have often been used as pendants by making a hole in the umbo. If large numbers of valves are found at a site then
they might have been used as building material for example as isolation material below floors or between walls or for
the preparation of mortar. In the case of Horvat Hadat, where only a single fragment from a straight-walled pit fill
dating to the EB IA period was recovered, it is impossible to tell for what purpose it was brought to the site.

Valves or fragments of Chambardia rubens arcuta are also often found at archaeological sites especially when these
sites are dating to the Chalcolithic or Early Bronze periods. The interior of fresh valves of this mussel species shows a
very nice iridescent rose-colored layer and is therefore rather attractive as a source for Mother-of-Pearl. In Egypt the
flesh of this mussel species has been exploited intensively by man as food, and the shells for utensils like spoons,
small dishes, combs, scrapers and for the preparation of personal ornaments like pendants. Three fragments
retrieved at Horvat Hadat were found in pit fills dating back to the EB IA period and two larger umbonal fragments
and one fragment from the anterior-ventral margin were found in fills dating to the Chalcolithic periods. None of
them shows any sign of manipulation, however, the mere presence of them constitutes a strong indication that the
people had contacts with Egypt during the Chalcolithic and EB IA periods.

Conclusion
Due to the very small number of archaeomalacological rather fragmented items recovered during the excavation of
Horvat Hadat we can only say that the people, who lived at the site during the Chalcolithic and the successive Early
Bronze IA period had contacts in one form or another with the Mediterranean Sea and the river Nile.

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Dr. Edwin C.M. van den Brink and Dr. Liora Kolska Horwitz for allowing me to study the discussed
material.

Reference
Mienis, H.K., Ben-David Zaslow, R. & Bar-Yosef Mayer, D.E., 2006. Glycymeris in the Levant Sea 1. Finds of recent
Glycymeris insubrica in the south east corner of the Mediterranean Sea. Triton, 13: 5-9.

9



Archaeo+Malacology Newsletter, 37 (2022)

What can the marine shell remains tell us about Diet, Resource Exploitation, Function and Ritual at The Cairns
during the Iron Age?

MSc Dissertation
Holly Young
University of the Highlands and Islands, UK

The site of The Cairns, Orkney has an exceptionally rich shell assemblage. Marine molluscs are a vastly underutilised
archaeological resource which can tell a detailed story about the relationships between Iron Age people and the sea.
Archaeomalacology in Scotland has been plagued by assumptions that mollusc remains only represent famine food
and that they were otherwise avoided due to culturally based food avoidances. However, there is a growing bank of
evidence to the contrary. Through detailed analysis of the shells at The Cairns using metrics and statistical analysis it
has been possible to not only look at the dietary importance of marine molluscs but also the other important
anthropogenic functions that they may have provided such as for bait, which is a practice that persists to the modern
day, as does the use of shells for adornment and jewellery. Shells also have an important role to play in the more
ritualist side of Iron Age life which, while ritual is not divided from the aspects of everyday existence, clearly shows
that molluscs are a far more intrinsic part of Iron Age life than has previously been acknowledged in the
archaeological record.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/356104920_MSc_Archaeological_Practice_Thesis-What_can_the_marine
_shell_remains_tell_us_about_diet_resource_exploitation_function_and_ritual_at_The_Cairns_during_the_Iron_Ag
e

Dimitrijević V., Naumov G., Fidanoski L. & Stefanović S. 2021. A string of marine shell beads from the Neolithic site of
Vršnik (Tarinci, Ovče pole), and other marine shell ornaments in the Neolithic of North
Macedonia. Anthropozoologica 56(4):57-70. M23
https://doi.org/10.5252/anthropozoologica2021v56a4.
http://anthropozoologica.com/56/4

ABSTRACT
The study of ornaments made of marine shells has remarkable importance for understanding prehistoric societies.
They tell us about fashion, aesthetic and cultural affinities of the individuals and social groups, as well as ancient
networks of communication and exchange. The number of marine shell items known from the Neolithic period of
North Macedonia is relatively low. Albeit few, they vary in ornament type, with beads, bangles and pendants
represented, and the kind of shell used as raw material, as they are made of shells of bivalves, gastropods, and
scaphopods. Of special importance is a find of 157 shell beads, presumably from a single string, discovered in 1958 in
an anthropomorphic vessel at the site of Vršnik in Ovče pole. It was the recognition of this find, and the fact that it
was originally poorly described, and later almost completely forgotten, that initiated this study. The majority of beads
are tubular and made of shells of two mollusks with very different shell morphology (bivalves and scaphopods), yet
they are strikingly similar in size, shape, and color. In addition, the collection included white stone tubular beads, a
single shell discoid bead, and three perforated snails. This find, as well as others from the region of North Macedonia,
enhance our understanding of marine shell items distribution in continental Europe in the Neolithic period. Also, it
adds to the visibility of scaphopod items share in exchange networks, which might be underestimated because of the
difficulties in their recognition
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