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In ancient economy estimates, we have lacked the tools to explicitly model the 
significance of the contribution of fuel. This has been due especially, to a lack of tools to 
extend base charcoal identification practice into more detailed socio-economic 
analyses. Fuel and its availability, social utility and economics through time are 
constants in human development and fuel use can reflect social behavior as well as 
environmental use. Archaeological charcoal is currently a part of our material culture 
that is not always collected, and its potential is as yet unrealized. Recent developments 
in charcoal research offer new ways of understanding cultural practices in forest 
management and fuel cropping. Economic modeling as to fuel types and quantities, 
coupled with transport and marketing considerations can provide a complete view of 
the chaîne operatoire of fuel production and consumption. Using examples from ancient 
pre-Roman to Late Roman sites, this presentation will overview new scientific methods 
in the field, and demonstrate how these can enhance archaeological, and ultimately, 
cultural understanding. The types of questions that this approach may address include: 
 
• Whether sustainable or exploitative forest management strategies were used;  
• The key factors that governed fuel selection for different cultural uses such as 

domestic heating and cooking; industrial functions such as iron smelting and 
working; and ritual purposes; 

• Whether high selectivity for heat value existed; or if cultural, or economic (e.g. cost 
of transport) imperatives dominated choices; 

• Whether differences in silvicultural practice can be identified in different areas, and 
if so, explained;  

• The interactions between the timber and wood fuel economies, (where these may be 
observed); 

• The strategies for transport and marketing of fuel that may have existed. 
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