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Variations in the macroscopic characteristics of Ostrea edulis L.

shells from twenty-five archaeological sites in the south of England
and East Anglia are described and quantified. Comparisons of size,
infestation and other characters are made on an intrasite and
intersite basis using both archaeological material and oysters from
eighteen living populations.

Spatial and temporal variability are demonstrated in size and size-
distribution of oyster samples from region to region: with larger
oysters, for example, originating in the Poole region and smaller
ones in Suffolk and Essex. Evidence suggests that oyster shells from
coastal and rural sites are larger than shells from inland or urban
ones. Mean size of shells tends to decrease with time from the Roman
period but has apparently increased again this century. Infestation
patterns are also shown to be specific to locality, as in the total

absence of damage by Polydora hoplura in East Anglian specimens; and

infestation rates have risen dramatically over the last two decades.
The analyses of shell variation and the collation of data from
various sources throw new light on the natural history of the oyster
in a rapidly changing environment. It also enables an archaeological
assessment of the role of oysters in the economy through their
contribution to diet, home and overseas trade, and the evolution of
oyster culture. Five outline models are presented for the determin-

ation of the level of exploitation represented by the oyster samples.
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