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The period between ~40 and 20 ka BP encompassing the Middle Stone Age (MSA) and
Later Stone Age (LSA) transition has long been of interest because of the associated
technological change. Understanding this transition in southern Africa is complicated by
the paucity of archaeological sites that span this period. With its occupation sequence
spanning the last ~70,000 years, Umhlatuzana Rock Shelter is one of the few sites that
record this transition. Umhlatuzana thus offers a great opportunity to study past
environmental dynamics from the Late Pleistocene (MIS 4) to the Late Holocene, and
past human subsistence strategies, their social organisation, technological and symbolic
innovations. Although organic preservation is poor (bones, seeds, and charcoal) at the
site, silica phytoliths preserve generally well throughout the sequence. These
microscopic silica particles can identify different plant types that are no longer visible at
the site because of decomposition or burning to a reliable taxonomical level. Thus, to
trace site occupation, plant resource use, and in turn reconstruct past vegetation, we
applied phytolith analyses to sediment samples of the newly excavated Umhlatuzana
sequence. We present results of the phytolith assemblage variability to determine
change in plant use from the Pleistocene to the Holocene and discuss them in relation to
taphonomical processes and human plant gathering strategies and activities. This study
ultimately seeks to provide a palaeoenvironmental context for modes of occupation and
will shed light on past human-environmental interactions in eastern South Africa.
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