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Phytoliths are opal-A particles precipitated in plant tissues. They may have
morphological taxonomic significance usefull for paleovegetation reconstructions. In soils,
however, paleoenvironmental reconstructions are faced with pedogenic processes, e.g. particle
dissolution, particle upwards and/or downwards translocation and soil matter accumulation
due to bioturbation and/or colluviation. In order to more fully understand the particle
dynamics in soils and the potentiality of soil phytolith assemblages to trace paleovegetation
changes, phytoliths from a weathering profile of Southern Central Brazil are studied. Results
are compared with dated charcoals (Vernet et al., 1994) and organic δ13C from the soil and
with pollen data from a dated nearby peat (Ledru, 1993). The phytolith content is composed
of a mixing between a young pool of phytoliths, in dynamic equilibrium with the litter input
which decreases downwards and of an older pool of stable phytoliths which remains constant
with depth. The resultant mean age of phytolith assemblages increases with depth. The main
vegetation changes recorded by phytoliths are in agreement with organic matter δ13C and the
pollen data. They indicate the setting up of a tree or shrub tall grass savanna after ca. 6300yr
B.P., and a significant increase of the trees or shrubs density ca. 3600yr B.P., when fire
occurrence indicated by charcoal abundance decreased. This study shows that
paleoenvironment changes may by recorded using soil phytolith assemblages and other
tracers as charcoals and organic matter δ13C, in spite of complex pedogenic processes.
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