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Plants, People & Things: Experimental explorations of hunter-gatherer 

plant crafts and material cultures     
Thursday 30th June 2022: 11.15-13.00 

Room: Roebuck Seminar Room, near CEAMC. (note that this venue is 10 minute walk from Newman) 

Chairs: Benjamin Elliott (University of the Highlands and Islands); Alice Rudge (UCL) 

Emails: benjamin.elliott@uhi.ac.uk; alice.rudge@ucl.ac.uk  

Abstract: Working with plants is an expression of self. Through sensorial experience, rhythmic 

temporality, and the affordances of plants themselves, the transformation of plants into material 

culture has repeatedly created “thinking space” for human societies. Within these settings, 

conceptions of environment, materials and myths are expressed, revisited and confirmed. This session 

will create this type of “thinking space”, using the experimental practice of plant crafts to set both the 

physical conditions and intellectual tone for a series of presentations on plant materials. The smells, 

sounds, and sensations of plant work will provide the context for the more conventional 

presentations, and a sensorial springboard for discussion. Contributions may take two forms, and will 

run concurrently within the session itself: 

Option A consists of a 10 minute powerpoint presentation dealing with the use of plants as material 

culture within hunter-gatherer societies past and present. This might include, (but is not limited to) 

considerations of the role of plants within architecture and place making, the transmission of plant-

based material culture production skills, plants as food and sustenance, techniques of foraging, 

cultivation, and labour with plants, or how plant work might shape hunter-gatherer socialities, 

cosmologies and ontologies. 

Option B consists of hands-on exercises involving the working of plant materials in their 

transformation from plants to material culture. Submissions for Option B will need to outline a 5-10 

min explanation of the hunter-gatherer plant craft being practiced, and a list of materials required for 

5 participants to experience this practice experimentally. 
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11.15-11.27 Alice Rudge 
Techniques of plant-work and ethical life among 
the Batek of Pahang 

11.27-11.39 Barry Taylor 
Against the grain: encountering a new trees 
species in the north European Mesolithic 

11.39-11.51 
Ben Elliott, Andy Needham, 
Andrew Langley, Aimée Little,  

A sticky subject: towards a more holistic 
understanding of plant-based adhesives in the 
European Mesolithic 

11.51-12.03 Stefanie Belharte  
Making things, making a living: subsistence in the 
hands of artisanal expertise 

12.03-12.15 Svea Mahlstedt  

Late Mesolithic birch bark layers from Osteel, 
Germany – practical and metaphysical use of 
birch bark as platform 

12.15-13.00 Discussion   
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Plants, People & Things: Experimental explorations of hunter-gatherer plant crafts and material cultures    

Techniques of plant-work and ethical life among the Batek of Pahang 
Authors: Alice Rudge (University College London) alice.rudge@ucl.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: This paper explores the diverse ways that Batek people in Malaysia work with plants. Living 

locations on forest boundaries mean that people dwell and work with plants in a wide variety of 

contexts – including, primarily, forest plant-gathering, small scale horticulture, small-scale cash-

cropping (such as rubber), and labour on a vast-scale, monocrop oil palm plantation. Based on 

ethnographic research, I ask what kinds of thinking space this diversity of plant work evokes as people 

navigate each of these contexts concurrently in daily life. In so doing, I draw on and extend the 

anthropology of techniques, arguing that the ethical orientations promoted by technical work with 

plants can sometimes be contradictory – this calling into question the usefulness of the category of 

‘plant’ itself. 

Keywords: labour, techniques, ethics, foraging, cultivation 
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Against the grain: encountering a new trees species in the north European 
Mesolithic 
Authors: Barry Taylor (University of Chester) b.taylor@chester.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: The Mesolithic saw widespread changes in the composition and character of the plant 

communities present across northern Europe. Amongst the new species to colonise the region during 

this period was hazel (Corylus avellana), a broad leaf shrub that formed a consistent presence in the 

north European landscape from c. 10,500 cal BP. We know that this plant was an important, and widely 

exploited, economic resource, with extensive evidence for its use as a source of food and material. 

However, there has been little discussion of how Mesolithic communities responded to the 

appearance of this new plant species in the landscape, how it may have effected patterns of human 

activity, and how it was perceived within people’s existing ontological frameworks.  

This paper addresses this issue by exploring the ways in which hazel transformed aspects of Mesolithic 

society, prompting new foraging and management practices, and decisions around who harvested, 

processed and consumed this new food, eliciting new sensory experiences, and creating new 

relationships with particular places in the landscapes and with particular animal species. It also argues 

that the significance of this new plant was marked by particular forms of treatment relating to both 

the remains of the plant and the tools used in processing it. 

Keywords: Plants, Hazel, Novel species, Exotic, Sensory 
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A sticky subject: towards a more holistic understanding of plant-based 
adhesives in the European Mesolithic 
Authors: Ben Elliott (University of the Highlands and Islands) benjamin.elliott@uhi.ac.uk; Andy 

Needham (University of York) andrew.needham@york.ac.uk; Andrew Langley (University of York) 

al1353@york.ac.uk; Aimée Little (University of York) aimee.little@york.ac.uk 
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Abstract: The role of resinous adhesives in hafting mastic within composite technologies is 

sporadically documented and extensively discussed within the archaeological record, yet it is 

increasingly clear that their usage was more diverse than this. Birch bark tar has been recovered from 

Mesolithic contexts as chewed lumps linked to medicinal treatment of toothache and oral diseases, 

as a decorative element on ornaments and art objects, and has been found within a burial context. 

This diversity of applications suggests that resins and tars may have been understood in different ways 

which did not always privilege their mechanical functionality as binding agents. 

In this paper, we aim to make two points. Firstly, through summarising the results of an extensive 

survey of the social, cosmological and economic significance of pine resins and tars within 

ethnographically documented societies, we will demonstrate the wide range of diversity within the 

conceptualisation of resins and tars which archaeological discourse is yet to capture. Secondly, 

drawing on the work of Chantal Conneller (2011) and Maikel Kuijpers (2017), we demonstrate a 

potential approach to studying these previously overlooked perspectives on tars and resins, placing 

an explicit analytical focus on sensorial experience and material biography. This is explored in relation 

to a short series of case studies from the Mesolithic archaeology of Europe. 

Keywords: Mesolithic, resin, adhesive, pine, birch 
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Making things, making a living: subsistence in the hands of artisanal expertise 
Authors: Stefanie Belharte ((independent)) stefanie.belharte@posteo.de  

 

Abstract: This presentation draws on the notion of material culture as a key dimension of human 

ecology and a storehouse of evidence about human–environment relations. Here, I focus specifically 

on the wealth of artisanal expertise manifested in making and using objects in a subsistence context. 

I take my examples from ethnographic field research in a lowland rainforest region in the far northwest 

of Papua New Guinea. There, local livelihoods revolved around the use of perennial plants (in 

particular trees and shrubs, tree palms, rattans, bamboos, bananas and perennial root crops) within a 

largely hunting–gathering economy. My research included the collection of artefacts, the detailed 

documentation of object manufacture, composition and use, and the study of the resource plants’ 

ethnobotany. I approach this ethnographic material from three angles: 1) the plant — how it is 

processed and the resulting object used in turn; 2) the object — how it is assembled from component 

materials; and 3) the material — how its properties motivate utility. What transpires alongside these 

explorations is how intimately artisans are acquainted with the ecology and material qualities of the 

resource plants; how ingeniously they transform organic matter into functional objects; how skilfully 

they process the material; how acutely they are aware of ecological and technological requirements, 

potentials and limitations; and how finely tuned to one another are consequently their creations and 

subsistence needs. Viewed from a crafts perspective, therefore, it is artisanal expertise that sustains 

and animates subsistence, besides infusing material culture with, literally, a human touch. 

Keywords: material culture, artisanal expertise, subsistence, ethnobotany, resource plants 
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Late Mesolithic birch bark layers from Osteel, Germany – practical and 
metaphysical use of birch bark as platform 
Authors: Svea Mahlstedt (Lower Saxony Institute for Historical Coastal Research) mahlstedt@nihk.de 
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Abstract: A birch bark layer on the edge of a shallow sandy ridge that projects far into a vast wetland 

seems to belong to late Mesolithic traces of human activities. It was found close to the site of Osteel 

in the coastal zone of Northwestern Germany, which was known from a rescue excavation in the 

1990ies and characterized by a pit structure that was radiocarbon dated to the 6th millennium calBC 

by charcoal remains. Covered by mid-Holocene bog peat and clay from a Medieval marine 

transgression the birch bark was protected from decomposition and agricultural disturbance. For the 

bark finds the radiocarbon dating led to an age from the early 5th millennium calBC. They seem to 

have been laid out on a sandy soil that was already influenced by a rising ground water level. In this 

presentation the birch bark finds are integrated into the reconstruction of the surrounding landscape. 

The bark layer is put into relation to other potential traces of human activities in the landscape as the 

mentioned pit structure and a layer of burnt shrubs. The documentation of an experimental 

reconstruction of the site leads to the discussion of different aspects and meanings of birch bark areas 

in the Mesolithic world. 

Keywords: birch bark, Mesolithic, wetlands, place making 

 


