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Coastal deserts sit at the interface of two
quite different environments, one arid or
semi-arid and terrestrial, the other littoral
but becoming fully marine as one moves
away from the shore (see Bailey et al.
2008:2095). The situation is even more
complex where these arid or semi-arid en-
vironments are crossed by rivers that rise
elsewhere, or where they form part of eco-
tones in which different biological commu-
nities intersect. Arising out of a session held
at the Fourth Southern Deserts Conference
in Mendoza, Argentina, in November 2014,
this special issue of the Journal of Island
& Coastal Archaeology explores how peo-
ple have dealt with these situations in the
coastal deserts of the southern hemisphere.
Its focus is on the diverse ways in which
people have inhabited, exploited, and trans-
formed coastal desert environments as part
of the overall organization of human behav-
ior over a period that reaches back into the
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Upper Pleistocene and forward into histori-
cal times.

One of the first things to note is how ex-
tensive and diverse the specifically coastal
deserts of the southern hemisphere are. Al-
though the cases presented here do not
exhaust their ecological and archaeological
variability, they nevertheless offer an inter-
esting panorama of some of them. In this
sense, for example, the Atacama Desert of
South America’s Pacific coast represents a
hyper-arid environment that is nevertheless
bordered by an exceptionally rich marine
one, while the long Atlantic shore of Patag-
onia (Scartascini 2017; Martínez and col-
leagues 2017) combines arid to semi-arid
inland regions with productive marine envi-
ronments that are significantly enriched by
the resources found at the mouths of rivers
and in deltas. Across the Atlantic Ocean, ex-
treme aridity imposed severe limits on hu-
man settlement in the world’s oldest desert,
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the Namib (Kinahan and Kinahan 2017),
limits still felt in the only marginally less
arid landscapes of Namaqualand, in the far
northwest of South Africa (Dewar and Stew-
art 2017; Orton 2017). Australia, the world’s
driest inhabited continent, brings a partic-
ular dimension of its own to the study of
coastal deserts since the survival of archae-
ological deposits on offshore islands opens
up opportunities to explore human use of
arid landscapes as their very configuration
changed significantly through the late Pleis-
tocene and Holocene (McDonald and Berry
2017; Veth et al. 2017).

With the longest archaeological record
of any of our case studies, the article by
Kinahan and Kinahan (2017) illustrates
the punctuated nature of human occu-
pation along the Namib Desert’s coast
from the mid-Pleistocene to the nineteenth
century AD. Access here to the marine re-
sources used by people practicing different
economic systems (hunter-gatherer and
nomadic pastoral communities) depended
greatly upon coastal geomorphology, but in-
stead of interpreting coastal environments
as isolated cores of human occupation,
Kinahan and Kinahan see them as con-
nected with their hinterland via oases and
ephemeral river systems. In a similar vein,
Martínez and colleagues (2017) connect the
records of coastal and inland environments
from northeastern Patagonia to explore
whether a process of regionalization (see
Lourandos 1997) took place in this region in
the late Holocene, drawing in evidence on
a wider, macro-regional scale that includes
both the Argentine Pampas and northern
Patagonia. This arid to semi-arid ecotonal
landscape crossed by important rivers pro-
vides an interesting scenario for discussing
issues related to increasing territoriality
and the emergence of relatively closed so-
cial systems, with human burial practices,
evidence for increased ritual activity, and
the circulation of lithic raw materials and
images on portable items providing a basis
for discussing processes of regionalization
here during the last 1000 years BP. Focusing
more on a single site, Dewar and Stewart
(2017) present a complete set of data from
Spitzkloof A Rockshelter in order to deal

with chronology, subsistence, and settle-
ment in northern Namaqualand’s rugged
Richtersveld. This site testifies, if intermit-
tently, to human occupation in some of the
coldest portions of the Pleistocene, from
ca. 50,000 to 17,000 cal BP. Central issues
in their article relate to the timing of human
dispersal into, and the first hunter-gatherer
exploration and settlement of, this harsh
environment. Their discussion underlines
the necessity of understanding palaeoen-
vironmental change since nowhere have
climate and environment remained wholly
static over the time-spans through which
people have inhabited this, or other, desert
regions. As they indicate, enhanced rainfall
and lower evapotranspiration made Na-
maqualand attractive to people at several
intervals through the late Quaternary. Pro-
viding a detailed analysis of the material
culture record of late Holocene societies in
the same region, Orton’s (2017) contribu-
tion from the same region is another good
case in point, since southward movement
of the herders perhaps represented ar-
chaeologically by his Group 2 assemblages
may well have been facilitated by a slightly
moister and cooler Neoglacial climate,
combined with the greater accessibility of
water for herds of cattle and flocks of sheep
along the coast (Orton et al. 2013).

McDonald and Berry’s (2017) research
on Rosemary Island in northwestern Aus-
tralia has yielded that continent’s first evi-
dence for domestic stone structures dated
to ca. 8,000 cal BP. Their construction took
place in a context where people adopted
a mangrove-focused occupation strategy
as part of a complex set of behaviors,
among them rock art production. Collec-
tively, these behaviors indicate increased
social pressure arising from diminishing
territories, as the coastal plain on which
people lived became an outer island of
today’s Dampier Archipelago. They provide
important insights into the dynamics of mo-
bile, arid-adapted hunter-fisher-gatherers
in the Early Holocene. In the same re-
gion of Australia, Veth and his co-workers
(2017) address changes in the regional
hunter-gatherer economy using data from
Barrow Island. Drawing on multiple lines of
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evidence (archaeological, zooarchaeologi-
cal, and geoarchaeological), they conclude
that marine resources were being con-
sumed in this region well before the
Holocene and that coastal resources were
not only an important part of people’s sub-
sistence, but were also being transported
inland by at least 17,000 BP. The specific
combinations in which those resources
were exploited on Barrow Island show
further changes through into the Holocene,
while across the world on the Atlantic coast-
line of Patagonia, Scartascini (2017) gives us
a detailed study of variation in the exploita-
tion of one category of marine resource—
fish—over the last 5500 years BP. Taking
into account latitudinal and chronological
parameters, he proposes that fish remains
in the archaeological record significantly di-
minished at higher latitudes in response to a
combination of environmental and cultural
causes.

We turn now from the specifics of in-
dividual contributions to some of the wider
comparative themes that they address and
to others not discussed here that also
merit consideration. First, we note that arid
and semi-arid landscapes have repeatedly
undergone intense geomorphic activity,
abrupt changes in depositional processes,
and high rates of erosion. These conditions
frequently lead to differential destruction of
landforms and of the archaeological record
associated with them, resulting in serious
taphonomic and visibility biases. As a result,
sites in stratigraphic position are not always
available, or may be deeply buried, and
archaeological materials are often strongly
degraded. In these environments it can
therefore be difficult to find continuous
stratigraphic sequences that contain archae-
ological data. Even the record of the coastal
fringe and the immediate inland portion can
be differently affected by geomorphological
processes. The existence of “gaps” in many
of our regional sequences then raises impor-
tant issues when it comes to understanding
social processes and adaptations over time,
issues that can be usefully investigated by
looking at the probabilistic distributions
of radiocarbon dates (e.g., Favier Dubois
2013; Martínez et al. 2013). As Kinahan and

Kinahan (2017) write of the Namib Desert,
“Marine, fluvial and aeolian processes
determined the visibility and survival of
archaeological evidence on the coast.” In
this sense, coastal areas that are part of arid
and semi-arid environments present major
challenges to understanding how humans
living there organized themselves and how
this changed over the long term. The contri-
butions of Martínez and colleagues (2017)
and Scartascini (2017) deal indirectly with
these issues from a Patagonian perspective,
while in southern Africa both Kinahan and
Kinahan and Dewar and Stewart (2017)
underline how deflation and a shifting
marine environment can variously expose,
degrade, move, and bury archaeological
materials. Conversely, tidal inundation of
the edges of the Walvis Bay lagoon has
preserved the tracks of animals and people
in great detail (Kinahan and Kinahan 2017),
while in situations where few constraints
affect where people can exploit coastal
resources or camp, and deflation is limited,
relatively undisturbed, palimpsest-free sites
may survive, often marked by accumula-
tions of shell. Such situations can provide
highly unusual opportunities for under-
standing the spatial patterning of activities
and campsite organization (Orton 2012;
Parkington et al. 2009). As Orton’s (2017)
article demonstrates, when dated by a thor-
ough and large-scale application of radiocar-
bon dating they offer a means of building
robust regional sequences, even where
rockshelters are few and far between.

A second issue that warrants attention
is the extent to which the coastal archae-
ological record can be interpreted in an
isolated manner, without considering areas
further inland. Should we, in exploring
their human occupancy, only consider
situations where people lived at or near
the sea all year round? Or are there distinc-
tive ways in which they exploited those
settings on a seasonal, or even less regular,
basis, sometimes moving well away from
the shore, or perhaps between different
stretches of the same coast? How far indeed
were coastal deserts refugia for populations
confronted inland by much harsher envi-
ronments, but sheltered, along the coast,
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by more moderate temperature regimes,
the enhanced effective moisture produced
by coastal fogs, the availability of seeps
where freshwater runs along bedrock to
emerge beyond the high tide level, and
perhaps ecologically more diverse and
productive resources from both land and
sea (see Borrero and Barberena 2006; Shea
2008)? Clearly, processes like subsistence,
settlement, mobility, technology, and lithic
raw material exploitation, social relation-
ships, and mechanisms of exchange all
need to be considered on a broader spatial
scale than that afforded by coastal fringes
alone. Several of the articles here address
the importance of connections between
coasts and their interiors. For example,
Kinahan and Kinahan (2017) and Martínez
and colleagues (2017) both raise issues
that range from the exploitation of subsis-
tence resources and lithic raw materials
to processes of intensification that include
marine resources such as fish, demographic
packing, and regionalization, among oth-
ers. In allowing people to move with ease
between the shore and areas inland of it,
Dewar and Stewart (2017), Kinahan and
Kinahan, Martínez and colleagues, and
Orton (2017) also demonstrate how even
simple technologies like the use of flasks
for carrying and storing water made from
the eggs of large ratites (ostriches in Africa,
Rheidae in South America) can be effective
in overcoming some resource constraints.
Moreover, such flasks are often profusely
decorated (e.g., Martínez et al.; see also
Carden and Martínez 2014), reminding
us that the encoding of information in
symbolic form and the establishment of
effective systems of social communication
are additional critical components of liv-
ing successfully in desert environments.
Together with the employment of material
culture to signal identity in the form of jew-
elry, such as ostrich eggshell beads (e.g.,
Orton), and the circulation of specific kinds
of lithic raw materials (e.g., Martínez et al.),
such evidence allows us to address aspects
of past desert adaptations related to social
networks and the processes of social inte-
gration and/or differentiation in operation
between groups (e.g., Hitchcock 2012).

Marine and littoral environments have
changed profoundly over time, not least
because at times of lowered sea level what
are now coastal deserts may have been
located well inland and the archaeology
of such coastal arid or semi-arid habitats
as did exist is now lost to rising sea levels
or—in favorable circumstances—preserved
on what are now offshore islands. The for-
mation of those islands (variously described
as “islandization” or “insulation”) provides
extensive opportunities for exploring how
people shifted their use of available re-
sources and altered their exploitation of the
regional landscape in response to sea-level
transgression. Archaeological investigations
on them may also be able to identify much
older instances of coastal resource use
than survive along present-day continental
shorelines. Here, the articles by McDonald
and Berry (2017) and by Veth et al. (2017)
consider precisely these situations with
respect to northwestern Australia where
several islands that are now offshore were
part of the mainland during the Pleistocene.
McDonald and Berry, in particular, also em-
phasize the importance of considering how
people understood, made sense of, and
laid claim to the landscape in which they
lived, for example by inscribing it with rock
art or constructing permanent structures,
something that Martínez and colleagues
(2017) discuss further with regard to the
emergence of formal areas for the burial of
the dead in northeastern Patagonia.

Yet even where, as in southern Africa,
the continental shelf is comparatively nar-
row, offshore islands are effectively absent,
and sea-level change is not therefore a major
consideration, the productivity of coastal
environments has certainly altered, an out-
come of coastline configurations and mor-
phologies, variation in the strength and di-
rection of offshore winds and currents, and
processes of ecological succession. As Pe-
ter Veth and his colleagues (2017) remind
us, the result may well have been novel
resource configurations that have no mod-
ern parallels. Change, then, in space and
time—and the possibilities of coordinated,
tele-connected, change across the south-
ern hemisphere—is one major theme for
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the future: one obvious focus is the El
Niño/Southern Oscillation (Holmgren et al.
2006), which today has major effects on
the marine productivity and onshore cli-
mate of the Pacific desert coasts of South
America while bringing cyclical floods and
droughts to much of arid Australia. At more
regional levels, the impacts of the Indian
Ocean Dipole and the so-called Benguela
Niño—and the connections between all
three phenomena—also merit exploration.

An obvious, but nevertheless impor-
tant, characteristic of coastal habitats is
the availability of foods that are unavail-
able inland. Because of the productive
nature of many offshore environments,
such resources are often plentiful, and in
many cases relatively easy to acquire. Fish,
sea birds, marine mammals such as seals
and sea lions, but above all shellfish all
exemplify this, with beached cetaceans
or occasional mass mortalities of fish and
invertebrates like rock lobster (Jasus la-
landii) providing additional, if sporadic,
bonanzas (e.g., Favier Dubois et al. 2009;
Parkington et al. 2014). But abundance is
not universal (indeed, some marine envi-
ronments may themselves be ‘deserts’),
and many factors enter into the decision to
exploit—and at what level—the resources
that coastlines offer. Special technologies
may be needed: the Atacama stands out,
for example, for being the only southern
hemisphere desert from which people
regularly moved offshore to fish, though
even there watercraft were not particu-
larly seaworthy (with wood scarce, reed
bundles and seal-skin floats were typi-
cally used; Bruhns 1994:284–285). Also
in the Atacama, marine resources seem
to have been a persistent staple for at
least 8,000 years (Rebolledo et al. 2016),
though elsewhere, for example on South
Africa’s Atlantic coast, this possibility has
been questioned (with specific reference
to shellfish) because of a perceived risk of
protein poisoning (Noli and Avery 1988).
Of more general relevance, we need to
consider the costs and benefits of particular
resources. Thus, high processing costs and
low returns per animal may certainly fore-
stall the use of some kinds of shellfish, at

least where other constraints, like drinking
water, keep populations small and mobile.
The characterization of desert-dwelling
Holocene people living on southern Aus-
tralia’s Anxious Coast as keeping “their
backs to the sea” provides a good example
of this (Nicholson and Cane 1991:12),

Though not directly covered by any
of the articles included here, the use of
boats, which is well attested in the coastal
Atacama Desert, lets us go even further
from the shoreline and the areas imme-
diately inland of it by positioning people
in the sea, inviting us to play with no-
tion of “seascapes” (Gosden and Pavlides
1994). To a lesser degree, the fishing tech-
niques employed in some parts of Patago-
nia, as described here by Scartascini (2017),
also make sense if we employ such a con-
cept. These examples encourage us to con-
sider the processes whereby people living
in coastal deserts built and perceived their
environment, an environment in which “the
sea is not necessarily either a bridge or a bar-
rier: it is what people make it” (Gosden and
Pavlides 1994:170)

A final topic for further comparative
study might be that of “deserted coasts,”
the identification of fluctuations in the den-
sities at which people inhabited coastal
deserts and the conditions that encouraged,
or constrained, that settlement. The arti-
cles here by Kinahan and Kinahan (2017)
and Dewar and Stewart (2017) emphasize
this from a southern African perspective
since occupation signatures in both the
Namib and Namaqualand are highly pulsed
in time. One particular constraint, how-
ever, is independent of resource availability
since it arises from the very configura-
tion of coastlines themselves. This is be-
cause, unless they can reach other shores
or offshore islands, people living along
them inhabit an environment reduced to
just three, rather than the normal four, ori-
entations. Adding yet another constraint,
where essential resources, such as water,
are absent—as John and Jill Kinahan show
was the case in much of the Namib—linear
movement along the coast may itself be
precluded, enforcing an inland-shore rela-
tionship channeled along ephemeral river
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courses where water can still be found. We
need to ask how either of these situations
might have impacted on opportunities for
aggregation and dispersal, or the mainte-
nance of the networks needed to access
information, exchange items, foodstuffs (in
times of scarcity), and spouses. Ethno-
graphic data lend support to computer sim-
ulation models that suggest human mating
networks are most efficiently arranged in
hexagonal fashion, with each constituent
band having at least six neighbors (Wobst
1976). However, along coastlines the costs
of maintaining these networks are literally
stretched out, limiting the distances over
which effective interaction may be possi-
ble, especially for those on their periph-
eries or without the distance-shortening
assistance of watercraft, at times perhaps
beyond what was biologically or socially
sustainable (Stein Mandryk 1993:46). The
importance of the social networks signaled
by engraved ratite eggshell water flasks,
shared patterns of lithic raw material use,
and other forms of material culture to
which we have already referred becomes
readily understandable when considering
these issues. They, and the other questions
raised in this issue, will undoubtedly also
benefit from comparing the histories of hu-
man populations in the coastal deserts of
the southern hemisphere with the trajec-
tories of those living in the many coastal
deserts north of the Equator.

REFERENCES

Bailey, G. N. 2008. The coastal shelf of the
Mediterranean and beyond: Corridor and
refugium for human populations in the Pleis-
tocene. Quaternary Science Reviews 27:
2095–2099.

Borrero, L. A. and R. Barberena. 2006.
Hunter-gatherer home ranges and marine
resources: An archaeological case from south-
ern Patagonia. Current Anthropology 47:
855–867.

Bruhns, K. O. 1994. Ancient South America.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carden, N. and G. Martínez. 2014. Diseños frag-
mentados. Circulación social de imágenes so-
bre cáscaras de huevo de Rheidae en Pampa y

Norpatagonia. Boletín del Museo Chileno de
Arte Precolombino 19(2):55–75.

Dewar, G. and B. A. Stewart. 2017. Early Mar-
itime desert dwellers in Namaqualand, South
Africa: A Holocene perspective on Pleistocene
people. Journal of Island & Coastal Archae-
ology 12:44–64.

Favier Dubois, C. M. 2013. Hacia una cronología
del uso del espacio en la costa norte del golfo
San Matías (Río Negro, Argentina): Sesgos ge-
ológicos e indicadores temporales. In Tenden-
cias Teórico-Metodológicas y Casos de Estu-
dio en la Arqueología de la Patagonia (A.
Zangrando, R. Barberena, A. Gil. G. Neme, M.
Giardina, L. Luna, C. Otaola, S. Paulides, L. Sal-
gán, and Á. Tivoli, eds.):87–96. Buenos Aires:
Sociedad Argentina de Antropología.

Favier Dubois, C. M., F. Borella, and R. H. Tykot.
2009. Explorando tendencias en el uso hu-
mano del espacio y los recursos en el litoral
rionegrino (Argentina) durante el Holoceno
medio y tarde. In Arqueología de la Patag-
onia: Una Mirada desde el Último Confin
(M. Salemme, F. Santiago, M. Álvarez, E. Piana,
M. Vásquez, and M. E. Mansur, eds.):985–998.
Ushuaia: Editorial Utopias.

Gosden, C. and C. Pavlides. 1994. Are islands
insular? Landscape vs. seascape in the case
of the Arawe Islands, Papua New Guinea. Ar-
chaeology in Oceania 29:162–171.

Hitchcock, R. K. 2012. Ostrich eggshell jew-
elry manufacturing and use of ostrich prod-
ucts among San and Bakgalagadi in the
Kalahari. Botswana Notes and Records 44:
93–105.

Holmgren, K., P. Stapp, C. R. Dickman, C. Gra-
cia, S. Graham, J. R. Gutiérrez, C. Hice, et al.
2006. A synthesis of ENSO effects on drylands
in Australia, North America and South Amer-
ica. Advances in Geosciences 6:69–72.

Kinahan, J. and J. Kinahan. 2017. Post-
Pleistocene archaeology and geomorphical
processes on the Namib Desert coast of South
Western Africa. Journal of Island & Coastal
Archaeology 12:65–77.

Lourandos, H. 1997. Continent of Hunter-
Gatherers: New Perspectives in Australian
Prehistory. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Martínez, G., G. Flensborg, and P. D. Bayala.
2013. Chronology and human settlement in
northeastern Patagonia (Argentina): Patterns
of site destruction, intensity of archaeological
signal, and population dynamics. Quaternary
International 301:123–134.

Martínez, G., F. Santos Valero, G. Flensborg, N.
Carden, L. Stoessel, A. P. Alcaraz, and E. Borges

6 VOLUME 12 • ISSUE 1 • 2017



Introducing Coastal Deserts

Vas. 2017. Was there a process of regionaliza-
tion during the Late Holocene? Journal of Is-
land & Coastal Archaeology 12:95–114.

McDonald, J. and M. Berry. 2017. Murujuga,
Northwestern Australia: When arid hunter-
gatherers became coastal foragers. Journal of
Island & Coastal Archaeology 12:24–43.

Nicholson, A. and S. Cane. 1991. Archaeology
on the Anxious Coast. Australian Archaeol-
ogy 33:3–13.

Noli, D. and G. Avery. 1988. Protein poisoning
and coastal subsistence. Journal of Archaeo-
logical Science 15:395–401.

Orton, J. 2012. Late Holocene Archaeology
in Namaqualand, South Africa: Hunter-
Gatherers and Herders in a Semi-Arid Envi-
ronment. D.Phil. Thesis. Oxford: University of
Oxford.

Orton, J. 2017. Late Holocene artifact patterns
and the introduction of herding to semi-arid
coastal Namaqualand, South Africa. Journal of
Island & Coastal Archaeology 12:78–94.

Orton, J., P. J. Mitchell, R. G. Klein, T. Steele, and
K. A. Horsburgh. 2013. An early date for cattle
from Namaqualand, South Africa: Implications
for the origins of herding in southern Africa.
Antiquity 87:108–120.

Parkington, J. E., J. W. Fisher, C. Poggenpoel, and
K. Kyriacou. 2014. Strandloping as a resource-
gathering strategy in the Cape, South African
Holocene Later Stone Age: The Verloren Vlei
record. Journal of Island and Coastal Ar-
chaeology 9:219–237.

Parkington, J. E., J. W. Fisher, and T. W. W. Ton-
ner. 2009. ‘The fires are constant, the shel-
ters are whims’: A feature map of Later Stone
Age campsites at the Dunefield Midden site,
Western Cape Province, South Africa. South
African Archaeological Bulletin 64:104–
121.

Rebolledo, S., P. Béarez, D. Salazar, and F.
Fuentes. 2016. Maritime fishing during the
Middle Holocene in the hyperarid coast of the
Atacama Desert. Quaternary International
391:3–11.

Scartascini, F. L. 2017. The role of ancient fishing
on the desert coast of Patagonia, Argentina.
Journal of Island & Coastal Archaeology
12:115–132.

Shea, J. J. 2008. Transitions or turnovers?
Climatically-forced extinctions of Homo sapi-
ens and Neanderthals in the East Mediter-
ranean Levant. Quaternary Science Reviews
27:2253–2270.

Stein Mandryk, C. A. 1993. Hunter-gatherer so-
cial coasts and the nonviability of submarginal
environments. Journal of Anthropological Re-
search 49:39–70.

Veth, P., I. Ward, and T. Manner. 2017. Coastal
feasts: A Pleistocene antiquity for resource
abundance in the Maritime deserts of North
West Australia. Journal of Island & Coastal
Archaeology 12:8–23.

Wobst, H. M. 1976. Locational relationships in
Palaeolithic society. Journal of Human Evo-
lution 5:49–58.

THE JOURNAL OF ISLAND & COASTAL ARCHAEOLOGY 7


	REFERENCES

