
 

NEW ZEALAND ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION NEWSLETTER 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document is made available by The New Zealand 
Archaeological Association under the Creative Commons 

Attribution‐NonCommercial‐ShareAlike 4.0 International License.  
To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by‐nc‐sa/4.0/. 



123 

A FAST METHOD OF MEASURING SHELLS 

Reg Nichol 
Anthropology Department 
University of Auckland 

Several useful approaches in midden analysis involve s ize­
frequency distributions of shell species. These include diet­
ary reconstruction (Shawcross, 1967), reconstruction of fo~aging 
patterns (Nichol , n.d.), and assessment of p redation pressure 
(Swadling, 1976; Anderson, 1981) and seasonality (Nichol, 1978: 
Ch. 4; Monk, 1982:211-215). 

Unfortunately measuring large numbers of shells to esta­
blish the size-frequencies is very time consuming. In a 
recent note written with Bernardina Naus (Naus and Nichol, 1981) 
I suggested a somewhat complicated way of speeding up the pro­
cess, but a much simpler method is as follows. 

If the shells are arranged in rows on graph paper using 
the heavy 1 cm or 5 cm lines as baselines, then their lengths 
can be read off in quick succession. Adding a fixed vertical 
baseline greatly simplifies positioning the shells, as they can 
be just pushed up against it. If this baseline is a few centi­
meters high, the method also makes it easier to measure gastro­
pod species like Turbo. These shells can be held in several 
positions when trying to measure them using calipers, but they 
naturally adopt a stable orientation when resting on a flat 
surface (see Fig. 1). Finally, the graph paper should be kept 
clean with a sheet of clear plastic, which can be wiped occas­
i onally. 

Experiment has shown that this method is 30-40% faster than 
calipers for easily measured species, and 50-60% faster for 
difficult species . 
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Graph paper) 

FIGURE 1. Illustrating measuring technique. 
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