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Abstract

An understanding of a neolithic of the Western Isles is developed through an
examination of ceramics, incorporating both domestic and mortuary assemblages,
from a variety of sites in the region. This empirical focus, exploring alternative
explanations of the surviving evidence, demonstrates the interpretive potential of
archaeological ceramics, in which the artefactual evidence is employed to
establish a more comprehensive understanding of social discourse. A regional
history of the Western Isles during the neolithic, encompassing both the
artefactual and monumental evidence, is developed.
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Explanatory Notes

The ceramic illustrations, following the trenchant criticisms of Longworth
(1990:77; cf. Zienkiewicz and Hamilton 1990:79), are consistently reproduced at
a scale of 1:2. The illustrations of the Eilean an Tighe, Pygmies Isle, Geirisclett,
Bharpa Langass, South Clettraval, Loch Glen na Feannag, and Airidh nan
Seilicheag assemblages were all drawn from the original pottery. The
illustrations of the Clettraval, Unival, Allt Chrisal, and Northton assemblages
were all reproduced from drawings illustrated in previously published sources.
Additional vessels, from other assemblages outwith the Western Isles are also
illustrated on occasion, to augment the written argument where necessary.

The site illustrations were either redrawn, in the case of plans relating to
Clettraval, Unival, Eilean an Tighe, Rubha an Udail Site 6, and Northton, or else
reproduced, in the case of plans relating to Bharpa Carinish and Eilean
Domhnuill a Spionnaidh, from previously published sources.

Radiocarbon dates are quoted as uncalibrated radiocarbon years (BP), and as a

calendar date range (BC), expressed at a 2¢ level of confidence, calibrated using
Oxcal (v2.18).

XV



Chapter one

Introduction:
a neolithic of the Western Isles

“Proceeding from the centres of civilisation on the east of Scotland towards the
north and west, the cottages of the peasantry become still more simple in form and
poor in comfort, until on the shores of the Atlantic there are dwellings so primitive,
that we appear to reach backward to the Stone period almost at once...”

F.W.L. Thomas (1868)
On the primitive dwellings and hypogea of the Outer Hebrides

1.1. Introduction

In contemporary archaeological parlance, it is fashionable to emphasise the
indefinite, rather than the definite, article, in deference to the envisaged plurality
of the past. This research then, refers to a neolithic, if not the neolithic, of the
Western Isles, and focuses upon one particular, even peculiar, aspect of then
contemporary material culture in this region, namely pottery. Each successive
chapter concentrates on one particular aspect of the period, with respect to an
appropriate ceramic assemblage, and attempts to elucidate the integral and
reflexive relation envisaged between material culture and discursive social
action. A chapter summary is presented in Section 1. 6. elsewhere below. Figure
1.1. conveys the geographical relation of the Western Isles to the Scottish
mainland; Figures 1.2. to 1.4. illustrate the locations of sites in the Western Isles

mentioned subséquently in the text.

1.2. Inventions in history

The decline of a traditional historiography, to which all conventional
archaeological narrative conforms, and its replacement with alternative
conceptions of history and historical writing, ensure the usurpation of historical
synthesis with historical particularism (eg. Barrett 1994:155-72; Shanks and
Hodder 1995: passim; Thomas 1996b:234 ff). The focus of this research, which

attempts to encapsulate something of the latter, is confined to certain, necessarily
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restrictive topics. The tendency towards synthesis, the aspiration of traditional
archaeological discourse, is avoided. Instead, specific issues germane to a history
of the neolithic of the Western Isles are confronted and investigated. Admittedly,
some elements of this history are afforded only a superficial treatment; or else
ignored completely, but such negligence is the inevitable, perhaps desirable,
consequeﬁce of a focus on specific aspects of the past to elicit a comprehensive
understanding of particular issues. The inclination towards specificity, and a
reluctance to embrace generalisation, is a strateg)}' of clariﬁcatioﬁ; not
obfuscation, designed to facilitate a fuller understanding of certain aspects of past
social discourse. A selective account of the neolithic of the Western Isles is not
.necessarily incomplete. Indeed, this research is intended to demonstrate the

felicity of an apparently restricted interpretation of the past.

Neither a catalogue of sites nor an inventory of artefacts is included in the
following chapters." Admittedly, such lists remain an indispensable point of
departure for any investigation into a regional archaeology. Indeed, the debt
owed to a corpus on all aspects of the archaeology of chambered cairns is readily
acknowledged here (see Henshall 1963; 1972). However, the theoretical premises
behind the concept of corpora are increasingly regarded as anachronistic in
contemporary archaeology, for the interpretive perspectives of these vast manuals
were invariably guided by the normative preferences under which they were
originally conceived. The absence of reference to a particular site, or specific
artefact type, in this body of research is not, Athen, a symptom of things
inadvertently omitted, but rather an indication of things deliberately excluded,

because their inclusion is deemed unnecessary to the interpretations advanced

here.

1.3. Revivifying artefact studies

A central purpose to which this study aspires is to reveal the interpretive potential
of thorough artefact analysis, to demonstrate the efficacy of alternative

approaches to material culture. The considerable literature that has accumulated



on materiality as a social, rather than empirical, phenomenon seldom translates
into a practical engagement with the artefactual evidence that these theoretical
dalliances contrive to explain. A recognition of categorisation, for example, as a
discursive social procedure (eg. Lakoff 1987), and the implications of this
fluidity of category for the study of material culture in archaeology (eg. Boast
1990, Barrett 1991), has largely failed to influence artefact studies in mainstream
archaeological practice, where artefactual categories, retaining a tangible
exuberance, happily defy inimical theoretical developments. The reasons for such
intransigence in practical archaeology, despite the challenge of mature theoretical
argument, are examined in more detail in Section 3.2.. A confrontation vx;ith
specific collections of materiality, in this case several ceramic assemblages, to
develop a narrative, inevitably assailed by contingency and subjectivity, able to

explain this materiality, is the aim of this research.

A detailed focus on several ceramic assemblages is an essential prerequisite of
any critique of traditional interpretations of the neolithic in the Western Isles.
Indeed, the level of detail embraced in those chapters dealing explicitly with each
assemblage is perhaps tiresome. Yet the information elicited from such analysis
is sufficiently useful to merit this intricate engagement with material culture.
This research hopefully demonstrates the utility of a re-evaluation of assemblages
previously published. These renewed empirical encounters with an apparently
familiar material culture facilitate the development of new avenues of intellectual
enquiry. The laborious and often monotonous nature of artefact studies ensures
that material long since accessioned into museum catalogues, and wholly
established in the archaeological record, is seldom examined subsequently.
Successive commentators are obliged to rely exclusively on published accounts
and, usually, accept the collegiate opinion of the disciplinary mainstream. It is, of
course, the impracticality of artefact study, rather than intellectual indolence, that
ensures artefacts, particularly unremarkable ones, are seldom examined more

than once.



1.4. The nature of the evidence

The nature, distribution and frequency of neolithic archaeology in the Western
Isles, comprising a meagre number of excavated sites, a substantial corpus of
artefacts, usually without context, and an eclectic variety of frequently arcane
monuments, are as much a consequence of environmental changes or differential
recovery, as a genuine reflection of an original archaeological reality. Both the
machair of the western coastline, providing a fertile calcareous soil encouraging
agriculture and settlement (see Armit 1996:27-30; Crawford 1978a:54; Hudson
et al. 1982:54-8; Mills 1993:377; Owen et al. 1996; Ritchie, W. 1968), and the
featureless peat bogs of the interior, inhospitable and largely impenetrable (see
Hudson et al. 1982:31-3; Ritchie, W. 1968:20), have been forming since later
prehistory and, presumably, obscure a considerable quantity of evidence relating
to prehistoric archaeology (cf. Armit 1996:24, 66; Brayshay and Edwards
1996:17;, Edwards 1996:34; Gilbertson et al. 1996b:3). The continuous
concentration of successive populations on the machair contrasts with a dearth of
people occupying the interiors of the islands. The differing history of land use in
these contrasting landscapes, leading to an exaggerated archaeological presence
in the more densely settled and intensively used machair, probably creates, for
the neolithic anyway, a misleading indication of landscape use and settlement
distribution. However, an inane concern with the distribution of various
archaeological phenomena, for example stone circles, is eschewed, and, as a
consequence, no distribution maps, cataloguing the spatial extent of successive
ceramic styles and monumental classes, accompany this research.” A resume of
previous work, and the nature of the neolithic archaeology thus discovered, is

given below.

A knowledge of the neolithic archaeology of the Western Isles derives variously
from antiquarian endeavours of varying quality (eg. Beveridge 1911; MacKenzie,
W.C. 1905; Thomas 1868), a survey by the Royal Commission, relying
considerably on earlier studies (RCAHMS 1928), the remarkable research of Sir W.

Lindsay Scott, marked by meticulous excavation and an enviable interpretive



perspicacity (Scott, W.L. 1932; 1934a; 1934b; 1935; 1948; 1951a; 1951b), a
corpus of chambered cairns and their contents (Henshall 1963; 1972), the tireless
endeavours of several amateur archaeologists (eg. Ponting and Ponting 1984a),
and, more recently, by wide ranging research projects conducted under the
auspices of the Universities of Edinburgh (see Harding 1996) and Sheffield (see
Branigan and Foster 1995a).

The malign effects of tidal and aeolian erosion on the shifting machair ensure a
profusion of archaeology, either already dislodged or increasingly threatened by
these natural processes, along the western coastline (eg. Gilbertson et al. 1996c;
Lane 1990:108). Unsurprisingly, numerous midden deposits, containing a
considerable quantity of environmental and artefactual material, including
pottery, are known from these ephemeral machair landscapes (cf. Pollard
1996:198). The continuity of potting traditions, frequently making ceramics from
different periods indistinguishable, and the absence of secure contexts, deprive
many of these ceramics of any meaningful interpretive value. Regrettably,
attempts to identify neolithic pottery from a consultation of the accessions
catalogue for pottery held in the National Museums of Scotland (NMS) in
Edinburgh were unsuccessful. Given the vast quantity of material under
discussion, it was deemed impractical to examine systematically these ceramics

to extract pottery of potential relevance to this study.

The monumental remains, including, for example, chambered cairns and stone
circles, feature prominently in the archaeological record because of their size and
permanence. The distribution of these monuments, extending into the interior and
upland areas of the Western Isles, probably provide a more accurate reflection of
the use of landscape during the neolithic. It is premature to assume that the
concentrations of chambered cairns on North Uist and around the Eye Peninsula
in Lewis are genuine, given that vast tracts of the Western Isles lie effectively
submerged under substantial accumulations of peat ( pace Henshall 1972:118,

120; Sharples 1992:326).



The salience of recognisable monument types in the literature, effectively
chambered cairns, stone circles, stone alignments, solitary standing stones, and
short cists, obscures the abundance of indeterminate monumental evidence
remaining in the Western Isles. The use of the same raw materials for building,
and the invariable elision of organic substances, contrive an archaeological
record composed largely of indeterminate, and indiscriminate, drystone remains,
including, for example, cairns and other enigmatic stone settings. The physical
uniformity of much of this evidence almost certainly belies its cultural and
chronological diversity. Essentially, a conventional archaeological terminology is
unable to classify adequately many of these structures and features. Attempts to
interpret many of these sites relies upon previously formulated classifications of
shape, methods of construction, and positions in the local landscape. The
potential of detailed field survey, to identify archaeology in a landscape
apparently lacking in such remains (eg. Armit 1988:35-6; Armit and Dunwell
1995:108; Branigan and Foster 1991:15; Branigan and Foster 1995b:31-2; Coles
and Burgess 1994:96; Fleming 1991:5; Harding 1996:106; Parker-Pearson
1995:109-10), provides a sobering reminder that empirical research is a necessary
prerequisite to informed interpretive speculation. That survey is able to recognise
sites is undeniable, but excavation, desirable if impracticable, is frequently
necessary to elucidate fully the nature of the observable archaeology.
Interpretation predicated on comprehensive survey and selective excavation is
able to afford.a reasonable, if provisional, understanding of the surviving

monumental remains.

Any excavated neolithic sites, whether domestic or funerary, are often highly
complex in structural terms, immensely rich in artefactual terms, and frequently
contain an abundance of evidence for ritual practices. The quantity of
archaeology recovered, whether during rescue excavation of material eroding out
of disintegrating middens and depleted sand dunes, or during research excavation
of sites protruding from beneath the peat in the interior, suggests an extremely
rich archaeological record with immense interpretive potential. The ceramic

assemblages analysed in this research derive from sites such as these.
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The importance of depositional practices to the nature of the archaeological
record, in marked contrast with the formative effects of taphonomy and
environment, is seldom recognised. That the artefactual evidence displays
structure, suggesting a consistency of depositional practices, is frequently
overlooked. Similarly, the general absence of copper and bronze is more likely a
consequence of recycling due to a scarcity of local ore sources, or even
depositional proscription, than chemical taphonomy. The pumice pendant,
emulating a copper flat axe, from Unival (Armit 1996:75; Megaw and Simpson
1961:69-70; Scott 1948:23, 29, no. 4, Plate IX: following page 24), and the
solitary indeterminate fragments of copper or bronze known from Dalmore
(Armit 1996:87; Ponting 1984c:235) and Northton (Armit 1996:87; Simpson
1976:224), attest to the original presence, and eventual archaeological absence, of
metalwork during in the late neolithic and early bronze age (cf. Scott 1948:30;
1951b:38).

1.5. The significance of environment

A comprehensive consideration of the environment in the Western Isles during
the neolithic is eschewed. This omission does not, of course, indicate a disregard
for then contemporary environmental conditions. The significance of floral and
faunal resources, whether terrestrial or marine, and of prevalent pedological and
meteorological conditions, to an understanding of the period cannot be
overestimated (see Edwards and Ralston 1997a). In temperate zones, such as
north west Europe, where the ravages of taphonomy ensure that the
archaeological record invariably comprises only inorganic remains, an
understanding of the natural organic resources readily available to past societies
becomes an invaluable interpretive facility. At any rate, the growth of
environmental archaeology, and the amount of related research that has recently
taken place in the Western Isles (eg. Bennett et al. 1990; Birks and Madsen 1979;
Bohncke 1988; Gilbertson et al. 1996a; Mills 1993; Newell 1988), means that

any cursory treatment of the evidence would be both inadequate and inessential.
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However, it is necessary to convey the radical nature of the differences between
environmental conditions in the neolithic and those prevailing today.
Documentary sources (eg. Callander 1929:319), place names (eg. Beveridge
1926:24), archaeological excavation (eg. Crone 1993) and environmental
sampling (Coles 1990) provide some evidence of environmental conditions, at

varying times in the past, unrecognisable today in the Western Isles.’

The fertility of the soil on various islands is attested in documentary sources
(Beveridge 1911:vi-vii; Crawford 1978a:55; Henshall 1972:115; see Dodgshon
1996). A deterioration in the fertility of the soil, due to mismanagement of the
land, occurred in the historical period (Henshall 1972:115; see Dodgshon 1996).
Much of the contemporary landscape of the Western Isles, typically undulating
peat bog interspersed with numerous lochans, was probably grassland, lightly

wooded, and suitable for pasturage during the neolithic (Henshall 1972:115).

There is, despite the superficial uniformity of much of the contemporary
landscape of undulating peat bogs, no reason to suppose a uniformity of
vegetation cover in prehistory in the Western Isles (Bennett et al. 1990:281).
There is both macrofloral and microfloral evidence to indicate the variable
presence of woodland in numerous locations across the Western Isles at varying
times in the past (eg. Bennett et al. 1990:293-95; Beveridge, G. 1926:24-5;
Edwards 1996: passim; Newell 1988:87; see Armit 1996:24-7). In terms of
macrofloral evidence, excavations at Eilean an Tighe, Bharpa Carinish, Unival
and Clettraval in North Uist, and Allt Chrisal in Barra, recovering charcoal from
hazel, birch, oak, willow, rowan, and pine, suggested the use of wood for fuel,
and indicated, assuming such species grew locally, a previously unsuspected
diversity of woodland during the neolithic (see Armit 1996:65; Brayshay and
Edwards 1996:16-7; Crone 1993:376, Henshall 1972:115; Mills 1993:376-78;
Scott 1951a:24). Similarly, macrofloral remains, lying below the peat in Lewis or
submerged offshore, primarily along the west coastline of Soﬁth Uist, Benbecula,
and North Uist, provide a graphic illustration of extinct woodland (see Bennett et

al. 1990:294; G. Beveridge 1926:24-5; Birks and Madsen 1979:827; Von
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Weymarn 1974:121-4, Plate 29: following page 123). In terms of microfloral
evidence, several pollen analyses suggest a considerable tree cover during the
mesolithic and neolithic, more likely scrub than closed woodland, with a sporadic
rather than continuous distribution, variously comprising birch, hazel, oak, elm,
pine, ash and aspen (eg. Birks and Madsen 1979; Bohncke 1988; see Brayshay
and Edwards 1996: passim; Edwards 1996: passim; Newell 1988:87-89;
Tipping 1996:43). Other sources of evidence, for example mollusca, confirm this
interpretation (Armit 1996:25, 56, 90; Burleigh et al. 1973:63; Dinnin 1996:166-
67, Evans 1971b:62-3). Woodland decline, preceding the neolithic in certain
locations, began at different times in different places (Brayshay and Edwards

1996:20).

The absence of peat beneath the chambered cairns of Clettraval and Unival
(Chrisp 1990:11; Henshall 1972:115; Scott 1935:480; 1948:1), and the stone
circle complex at Callanais (Ponting and Ponting 1984a:7), confirm the
construction and use of many monuments germane to this study prior to
ombrogenous peat growth. Ombrogenous peat probably began forming in the 6™
millennium BP, although it was already locally established in some areas by the
9" millennium BP (see Bennett et al. 1990:294). Many neolithic or early bronze
age monuments were subsequently obscured by overwhelming accumulations of
peat. The stone circles at Callanais, Achmore, and Druim Dubh, the two latter
sites toppled in antiquity, were largely concealed by subsequent peat growth (see
Ashmore 1984:14; Curtis and Curtis 1992:84; 1996:99; Innes 1858:111; Ponting
and Ponting 1981c:50; 1984a:7). Some structures, such as the enclosure walls
abutting Caravat Barp chambered cairn at Bharpa Carinish, were completely
concealed beneath the peat (Crone 1993:361). The continual accumulation of
these organic soils, generally 2 m deep, but up to 6 m deep in places (see Coles
1990:24; Hudson ef al. 1982:33), has resulted in substantial alteration of local

topographies, concealing mesolithic and neolithic land surfaces.

The presence of neolithic settlement on islets at Eilean an Tighe and Eilean

Domhnuill a Spionnaidh suggests the existence of contemporary settlement on
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other islets elsewhere in the Western Isles (Armit 1987:30; 1992:318-19;
1996:52). The abundance of archaeological evidence datable to later periods on
the innumerable islets that litter the lochs and lochans of the Western Isles
suggests that several neolithic sites may lurk unrecognised beneath later evidence
(Armit 1996:52; Chrisp 1990; Harding 1990:8-9). Similarly, many settlement
sites, for example Bharpa Carinish (Crone 1993:361) and sites T26/T26A at Allt
Chrisal (Foster 1995:64), previously lay unrecognised beneath the peat.
Significantly, all of these sites required excavation before a neolithic date was
recognised. Such work demonstrates the archaeological potential of the landscape
sealed beneath the peat (Sheridan and Sharples 1992:2). More work is required in
the interior, on non-machair landscapes, before any statements on settlement
focus can be evaluated, let alone vindicated. Yet the absence of commercial peat
cutting in the Western Isles (Hudson et al 1982:112), whilst preserving any

archaeology surviving, ensures relatively few sites are discovered.

Various strands of evidence indicate that a substantial marine transgression,
forcing shell sand deposits from the sea floor onto the western shores of the
Western Isles, occurred during the Holocene (Crawford 1978a; Ritchie, W.
1968). Notably, the initial neolithic occupation at Northton and Rubha an Udail
Site 6, lying on the boulder clay, occurred prior to the development of machair
(see Evans 1971a:13). Although no neolithic machair survives, it is probable that
machair began forming during the neolithic period (Crawford 1978a:54). At any
rate, submerged peat deposits, frequently identifiable lying within, or
immediately below, inter-tidal zones, occur in several locations around the
coastline of the Western Isles (see Coles 1990:26; Ritchie, W. 1968:24; Von
Weymarn 1974:116-27, Figs. 5.1, 5.2: following page 16, Table III: following
page 125). Some chambered cairns, for example Geirisclett and Sig More on
North and South Uist respectively, are sufficiently low lying to incur tidal
inundation, suggesting a considerable rise in sea level since the neolithic
(Callander 1929:318-19; Henshall 1972:116). Much of the shallow coastal waters
on the west side of the Western Isles, particularly around the machair strands of

South Uist, Benbecula, North Uist, and South Harris, were probably dry land
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during the neolithic. The original neolithic coastline, and any concomitant
archaeology situated there, preceding eustatic rise and the development of
machair, is obscured by vast quantities of sand and sea across much of the west
coast of the Western Isles (cf. Armit 1996:28; Crawford and Switsur 1977:128,;
Harding 1990:10).

In conclusion, then, a much lower sea level, an absence of machair on the
western coasts, an absence of ombrogenous peat from the island interiors, and a
moderate amount of woodland cover typified the Western Isles during the
neolithic. Presumably, these favourable environmental conditions provided then
contemporary communities with an extensive range of natural resources and raw
materials readily available for exploitation. Essentially, fundamental
environmental changes, precipitating a decline in the availability of many natural
resources, suggest that the Western Isles enjoyed a radically different

topography, fauna, flora, and overall appearance, in the neolithic.

1.6. A chapter summary

The following succinct chapter summary provides a schematic outline of the

overall structure of this research.

Chapter two reviews the various ceramic styles germane to a neolithic of the
Western Isles. The purpose of such a resume is to introduce the concept of
categorical biographies of different types of neolithic pottery. These biographies
provide a concise history of the interpretive motivations and aspirations behind
the invention, and subsequent development, of these categories. The various
pottery types dealt with, including carinated bowls, grooved ware and beakers,
are conceptualised as contingent theoretical devices, and not reified as inviolate
material entities. The neolithic assemblages from the Western Isles is introduced

and discussed.
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Chapter three is a critical evaluation of approaches to ceramic studies in
archaeology. The interpretive aspirations of culture historical, processual and
post processual archaeologies, with respect to ceramic studies, are discussed. The
sterility of contemporary ceramic studies in Ireland and Britain, still largely
dependent on traditional normative archaeology, is emphasised. Many of the
innovative methodological developments motivated by processual theoretical
precepts are applauded, as analytical methods, although the interpretive agenda
responsible for these procédures are discounted. This extended discussion of
methodology anticipates the presentation of the analytical procedure used in the

empirical component of this research.

Chapter four describes the methodology employed to evaluate and catalogue the

various ceramic assemblages examined during the course of this research.

Chapters five, six, seven and eight form the empirical core of the research. The
opportunity is taken to focus upon a different interpretive issue, using a different
ceramic assemblage, in each of these chapters. In chapter five, the assemblages
from the chambered cairns are utilised to reassess the significance of
monumentality and the mortuary practices enacted at these sites. In chapter six,
an apparently domestic assemblage from an alleged settlement site is investigated
from a contextual perspective in an attempt to elicit something of the ways in
which these vessels were used and deposited. In chapter seven, an exclusive
focus on decoration in an assemblage apparently divided by a fundamental
categorical dichotomy demonstrates a stylistic continuity between its seemingly
irreconcilable components. In chapter eight, the detailed contextual evidence,
unfortunately something of a novelty for neolithic ceramic assemblages in the
Western Isles, is employed to reveal the complex interplay between ritual and
domestic practices within the restricted confines of successive phases of a single
settlement site. The four empirical chapters demonstrate that the interpretive
potential of pottery, stretching beyond dubious stylistic comparison, extends to
an understanding of discursive social practice on the sites from which these

assemblages originate.
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Chapter nine, a conclusion, declines the temptation of synthesis, to examine
briefly aspects of the neolithic of the Western Isles largely disregarded in the
preceding chapters. A revised concept of the neolithic is employed to explain the
advent of ceramics with reference to symbolic efficacy rather than functional
utility. The various monuments, ranging from the concentration of chambered
cairns on North Uist, to the cluster of sites around East Loch Roag, are briefly
investigated. The meagre evidence for neolithic settlemént and economy are
reviewed. The ambiguity surrounding a neolithic chronology is demonstrated.
Finally, this body of research, despite its modish theoretical aspirations,' is
interpreted as another example of conformity to a conventional archaeological

practice, succumbing to an incontrovertible disciplinary hegemony.

1.7. Conclusion

To bemoan the intrinsic quality of the evidence is a relatively common
occurrence in the archaeological literature. However, the nature of the neolithic
archaeology from the Western Isles should be sufficiently rich to allow an
interpretive indulgence of a kind frequently impossible elsewhere. Unfortunately,
the inadequacy of contextual control for artefactual assemblages means that
many of these interpretive approaches, discussed in more detail in chapters three
and four, are rendered more ineffectual than was originally hoped. An appeal for
further fieldwork is, then, based more on an informed evaluation of the extant
evidence, than blind faith in a defunct empiricism. The following chapters
embody an attempt to ascribe meaning to, rather than elicit meaning from, an

archaeological record.
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' The advent of computerised versions of National Monuments Records (NMRs), and the
development of relational database software ensure that the compilation of corpora are no longer
considered as a laborious task. An inventory of sites, structures and artefacts, either potentially or
definitely datable to the neolithic, from the Western Isles, was obtained from the computerised
NMR at the Edinburgh offices of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS). This inventory, subsequently transferred to a relational
database, was consulted constantly during this research.

? Traditional distribution maps, often collating a series of unique artefacts or sites as a unitary
phenomenon, and presenting this now seamless archaeological category at a scale meaningless to
the people responsible for the construction, use and abandonment of such a material culture or
architecture, embody a theoretical approach incongruous with the interpretive aspirations of this
research (cf. Fraser 1996:52, 62).

’ Admittedly, many of these observations refer to environmental circumstance in the historical
period. It is, however, the difference between past and present environmental conditions that
requires emphasis, and no linear development of environmental conditions, whether ameliorative
or inclement, is envisaged.
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Chapter two

Categorical biographies of some

neolithic and early bronze age pottery styles

2.1. Introduction

A critique of conventional ceramic classification, and the writing of several
categorical biographies for various ceramic styles germane to the neolithic of the
Western Isles, is intended to demonstrate a familiarity with the evidence, an
understanding of previous research, and a need for alternative approaches to the
interpretation of prehistoric pottery. The vessel types invented, compared,
contrasted and pursued amongst the various ceramic assemblages that comprise
the archaeological record are examined below. A critique of these numerous
ceramic styles is not an empirical survey of assemblages known to contain these
various styles, but rather a critical investigation into the interpretive issues that
motivated the invention, and sustained the development, of these same styles in
the archaeological literature. Importantly, these protracted typological anecdotes,
written as critique, neither seek nor secure solutions to the many categorical
conundrums encountered within the pages of interminable archaeological bumf.
Instead, they derﬁonstrate the changing definitions and interpretations advanced
to explain each ceramic type, where the meanings inherent within any given
categorical label vary as further discoveries and changing theoretical priorities
instigate differing interpretations. This indulgence in the existing literature
demonstrates the futility of a traditional approach, and develops a conventional
familiarity with the traditional typological vocabulary employed to described the

ceramics dealt with in chapters five through eight.

The castigation of a culture historical categorical terminology requires a secure

theoretical basis. The following resume of ceramic classification is presented as a
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concise preparatory exercise in advance of the critique of ceramic styles given in

Section 2.3. below.

2.2. A critique of ceramic classification

It is a truism to concede that the archaeological concept of ceramic, identified by
its constituent raw material, is an entirely arbitrary category of analysis (Thomas
1991:80). Yet the priority consistently afforded to pottery, or, more precisely, to
the plethora of ceramic types, in archaeological practice requires explanation.
The intrinsic malleability of clay, the raw material, readily translates into a
predictable mutability of ceramic, the resultant morphology. It is this innate
promiscuity of style, peculiar to this type of material culture, that is the source of
the interminable speculation beloved of typological debate. The authenticity of
alleged stylistic connections, frequently distorted by typological development,
remains always controversial, and serves only to perpetuate, rather than resolve,

these endless disputes on the origins and relations of various ceramic styles.

The categorical narratives given below demonstrate the arbitrary, and frequently
inappropriate, priority afforded to intrinsic style during interpretation. This
reliance on typology is a direct consequence of a now defunct culture historical
conception of material culture. Numerous ethno-archaeological studies of
ceramic classification demonstrate the complexity of the criteria employed to
categorise pottery (eg. Barley 1994; Braithwaite 1982; Kempton 1981; Sterner
1989; Welbourn 1984). These studies confirm that material culture, as a social -
resource, embodies a mutability and ephemerality alarming to conventional
archaeological conceptions of classification. Essentially, the categorical identity
of material culture, negotiated according to social circumstance, exudes a
contingency and ambiguity that a cumbersome archaeological typology is unable
to capture adequately. The same vessel may be afforded, usually implicitly,
numerous, perhaps contradictory, categorical identities, by social agents during

discursive social interaction. A typological treatment of pottery, attempting to
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identify the cultural origins and relations of an assemblage, is almost certainly
misconceived. Essentially, innate style is not necessarily a determinant of

categorical identify, nor an indication of original cultural affinity.

2.3. Categorical biographies of neolithic and early bronze age pottery

The ceramic styles chosen for review are those types known from the Western
Isles in the neolithic or early bronze age. These styles, occurring with varying
frequency, are variously considered as either regional, national or international
types, broadly identifiable with, and occasionally defining, either early neolithic,
late neolithic or early bronze age ceramic traditions. The ceramic styles evaluated
successively below are western neolithic ware, beacharra ware, hebridean ware,
achnacree or rothesay ware, unstan ware, hebridean ware, impressed ware,
grooved ware, fine beaker ware, and, finally, coarse beaker ware. An eclectic
variety of interpretive issues relate to these different ceramic types. Predictably,
these separate styles have attracted differing degrees of inquiry, generated
differing levels of controversy, and endured varying amounts of scrutiny. The
styles restricted to western Scotland, namely achnacree ware, beacharra ware,
and hebridean ware, have attracted relatively little attention outside the
appropriate excavation reports. Unstan ware, concentrated in the Orkney Isles,
and confined largely to northern Scotland, has attracted considerably more
attention, due, firstly, to the overt visibility of a neolithic archaeology in the
islands, and, secondly, by virtue of its intriguing relationship with grooved ware.
Both grooved ware and ﬁne beaker ware, exhibiting national and international
distributions respectively, have drawn repeated comment. It is inevitable, given
the unequal attention afforded to these various ceramic types, that the following
biographies focus differently on varying aspects of categorical development. The
scope of these categorical biographies extends beyond north western Scotland, to
encompass material germane to interpretation from other regions, when
necessary. Unfortunately, categories biographies for the numerous ceramic styles

identifiable in neolithic ceramics in Ireland, many of which are germane to the
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interpretation of contemporary pottery in north western Scotland, particularly the
Western Isles, are excluded from this study due to constraints of space. The
significance of the overt stylistic similarities between various types of neolithic
ceramics in western Scotland and northern Ireland remains uncertain (Herne
1988:11; see Sheridan 1995:6).! Successive attempts to explain or review the
stylistic fecundity of neolithic pottery in Ireland are readily available elsewhere
(see Case 1961; 1963; Herity 1982; Herne 1988:10, 21-3; Sheridan 1985; 1995).
The relevance of assemblages from elsewhere to the research topic in question is

always discernible in the following discussion.

2.3.1. Early neolithic ceramic styles

An initial attempt to classify Scottish neolithic pottery, identifying 12 vessel
types on the basis of morphology, effectively isolated several styles subsequently
incorporated into the western neolithic tradition (Callander 1929a:76-84). Many
of these vessel types were subsequently renamed as, for example, unstan or
beacharra ware, and retained as viable ceramic categories, but others were

considered superfluous, and subsequently forgotten.

The dependence of early neolithic ceramic styles in Scotland on styles from
southern Britain, exemplified by J.G. Scott’s statement on the external origins of
all ceramic styles in Scotland (1977b:26), probably reflects more the poverty of
the evidence, than the typological ancestry of the actual ceramics (Herne
1988:10). The identification of insular styles, for example rothesay or achnacree
ware, betrays an implicit assumption that early neolithic society in Scotland was
stranded on a cultural periphery (Herne 1988:11). The continual appeal to
external sources obscured the regional nature of these ceramics, recognisable at
an intuitive level, and was ultimately detrimental in effect (Kinnes 1985:23). The
resort to a generalised vocabulary, and a retreat into ceramic categories relating
to specific vessel types rather than replete assemblages, was the response to the

bewildering diversity of styles, the array of unsatisfactory interpretations to
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explain them, and, significantly, an unhelpful radiocarbon chronology (Herne
1988:11,12; cf. Henshall 1972:166). The diversity of apparently contemporary
styles made the identification of a typological sequence for this material unlikely
(Henshall 1972:166). The stylistic idiosyncraSy displayed by much neolithic
pottery in Scotland was explained as a consequence of regionalisation,
exacerbated by isolation (Kinnes 1985:23).2 At any rate, the identification of the
western neolithic ancestry of these assemblages, apparently marooned at the far
edge of Europe, and containing both deviant and derivative styles, was inevitable
(see Henshall 1963:106; 1972:166, 177; Scott 1951b:51; Smith 1974:110). These
assemblages were incorporated into existing classification schemes, develobed
initially with respect to allegedly contemporary pottery from southern Britain,
only with some difficulty. Arguably, the concept of western neolithic is
sufficiently catholic, in typological terms, and, subsequently, in interpretive
terms, to be meaningless. Such redundancy is amply demonstrated by the
inclusion of both hebridean jars and beacharra bowls within a western tradition,
despite the complete absence of plausible typological origins for either of these
regional ceramic styles within this general context (see Henshall 1972:174).
Indeed, the neolithic pottery from northern and western Scotland embodies many
distinctive regional characteristics that impede any attempts to identify external

influences.

Many of the early neolithic ceramic styles discussed below derive consistently
from specific depositional contexts. Unstan ware, beacharra ware, and achnacree
ware, for example, derive predominantly from chambered cairns (cf. Kinnes
1985:22). The significance of depositional context was frequently overlooked in
traditional typological debate, because the archaeological record was taken to
reflect accurately the diversity and frequency of material culture types and styles
extant in the past. Although the possibility of deliberate depositional practices or
removal were readily acknowledged (eg. Henshall 1963:96), the implications of
such selectivity were presumably ignored as unwelcome, and certainly

intractable, complications to interpretation. At any rate, the impoverished quality
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of contextual information regarding many assemblages precluded any profitable

evaluation of context.

2.3.1.1. A categorical biography of western neolithic ware

An eclectic variety of early neolithic pottery was subsumed under the term
western neolithic ware. This broad range of vessel styles, consolidated by a
normative conception of culture, variously represented the ceramic assemblages
of early neolithic societies. The extensive distribution, and stylistic homogeneity,
of western neolithic pottery in Britain, and its general similarity with
contemporary ceramics in western continental Europe, was attributable to the
common cultural connections, and rapid expansion, of early neolithic societies
across much of Europe (Childe 1931:37, 46; 1935:73-9; Piggott 1931:75-6,85;
1954:97-101). Specifically, the stylistic similarities discernible in early neolithic
pottery across northern Britain, and extending into northern Ireland, subsequently
enshrined in the concept of grimston-lyles hill ware (Smith 1974:108), were
notable (Piggott 1954:116-17, 167). The following discussion, necessarily
alluding to ceramic styles covered elsewhere in this chapter, focuses specifically
on early neolithic bowls, many of which were carinated, but excluding the

beacharra and unstan styles.

Piggott, following Leeds (1927:459)’, initially labelled the entire range of early
neolithic pottery from southern Britain as windmill hill ware or, alternatively, as
neolithic A ware (1931:71). Nine distinctive vessel profiles were identified
(Piggott 1931, Figure 1:75; cf. Childe 1931, Figure 1:40). The stratified and
substantial assemblage from Windmill Hill, replete with all identifiable styles,
was used to subdivide further the pottery into A1 and A2 wares. The gradual
transition from Al to A2 wares, identifiable on the basis of form alone, was
characterised by an elaboration of rim morphology and an increase in decoration

(Piggott 1931:83-4). The veracity of this dichotomy was attested at other sites
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containing early neolithic pottery, particularly in southern Britain (Piggott
1931:84-5).

A gradual realisation of the diversity of early neolithic pottery in Ireland and
Britain, and a desire to recognise the cultural connections between these various
styles, prompted a return to the already familiar term western neolithic ware to
describe them (Piggott 1954:66-7). The dichotomy between neolithic A1 and A2
wares was forgotten. Instead, an alternative series of regional ceramic groupings
was introduced to articulate the previously unanticipated stylistic diversity
discernible in early neolithic pottery. In southern Britain, windmill hill, hembﬁry,
abingdon, east anglian (or mildenhall), and whitehawk wares were identified
(Piggott 1954:67-75; Smith 1956). Importantly, these ceramic categories, each
designed to encapsulate the serviceable assemblage of an early neolithic
community, referred to a variety of vessel styles. In northern England, grimston
ware and heslerton ware, categorised on the basis of vessel profile, were
established (Piggott 1954:114-17). In northern Ireland and western Scotland,
lyles hill ware and beacharra ware, categorised on the basis of morphology and
decoration, were defined (Piggott 1954:167-73). These various ceramic types,
together embodying a bewildering diversity, and, indeed, complexity of styles,

each retained a mutual typological affinity to the western neolithic tradition.

The various generic labels, initially used to describe early neolithic pottery,
effectively windmill hill ware, western neolithic ware, or neolithic A ware, each
unable to articulate the stylistic diversity of these ceramics, were subsequently
dismissed as misleading (Smith 1974:106). However, the typological vocabulary
used by Piggott to elicit the stylistic and cultural relations between early neolithic
pottery retained a descriptive, if not entirely interpretive, currency. Mention of
the abingdon style, or allusions to a hembury influence, statements apparently
requiring no further explanation, occurred regularly in the literature, decades after
the interpretive utility of such terms was superseded (eg. Scott, J.G. 1977a:241;

Sheridan 1985: passim). Interpretive developments relating to such early
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neolithic pottery from, firstly, southern Britain, and, secondly, Ireland and

northern Britain are reviewed below.

The eventual consolidation of these numerous early neolithic styles, into south
western, eastern (or grimston-lyles hill) and decorated, styles, was merely a
simplification of the preceding plethora of styles (see Smith 1974:108; Thomas
1991:87; Wainwright 1972:71-5; Whittle 1977:77 ff.). Essentially, there was a
general consensus identifying three main styles of early neolithic pottery in
southern Britain (Whittle 1977:94). The south western (or hembury) style
incorporated the hembury and windmill hill styles; the eastern style, equivalenf to
grimston-lyles hill ware in northern Britain, incorporated undecorated vessels
from eastern England; and the decorated style was, unsurprisingly, the decorated
pottery, extrapolated from the preceding styles, and incorporating the whitehawk
and east anglian (or mildenhall) styles, in southern Britain (see Smith 1956;
1974:106-08; Whittle 1977:77, 82-3, 85, 94, 95). The interpretive efficacy of this
simplified classification of early neolithic pottery, disregarding the confusing
nomenclature, requires comment. The south western and eastern styles,
identifiable on morphological and geographical criteria, and the decorated style,
identifiable by decorative criteria, each retained a regional emphasis. These
regional styles, incorporating vessels of differing size and morphology, referred
primarily to assemblages rather than singular vessel styles, recalling, despite
Whittle’s protestations to the contrary (1977:95-6), the culture historical
inspiration behind the original classification on which these simplified categories
were based. The discovery of undecorated styles and grimston-lyles hill styles in
south eastern Britain confounded the regional interpretation of early neolithic
ceramic types (Herne 1988:11-12; cf. Wainwright 1972:73). The significance of
stylistic variation in early neolithic pottery in southern Britain remained

controversial.
More satisfactory attempts to explain this stylistic variation focused on the

possibility of ceramic exchange. Both Smith (1974:110-11) and Whittle
(1977:95-6), equating ceramic styles with the arcane concept of potting
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traditions, rather than the familiar concept of cultural groupings, envisaged fine
quality vessels with distinctive inclusions, allegedly the product of specialist
potters, circulating widely across southern Britain, and complementing locally
made coarse wares, in the assemblages of different communities during the early
neolithic. The diverse array of styles, and the wide variation in quality, of the
gabbroic wares in the assemblage from Carn Brea in Cornwall complicated this
otherwise attractive theory (see Peacock 1988:303-04; Smith 1984:178-79).
Unfortunately, the reasons, if not the mechanisms, behind the specialisation of
ceramic manufacture, and the circulation of finished vessels, remained
unexplained (Herme 1988:11). Thomas, acknowledging the inconclusive
radiocarbon chronology for these styles, avoided a culture historical
interpretation, and explained such stylistic variation with respect to the exchange
of ceramics and specialised vessel functions (1991:87). The undecorated styles,
directly paralleled in continental Europe, were perhaps earlier than the decorated
styles, indigenously developed (Thomas 1991:87). Undecorated ceramics,
stylistically similar and widely dispersed, were manufactured or circulated within
early neolithic communities to facilitate the preparation and consumption of food
(Thomas 1991:87). The stylistic ambivalence of these vessels readily translated
into cultural adaptability (Thomas 1991:89). Decorated ceramics, displaying a
regional diversity, were employed for a variety of unspecified functions (Thomas
1991:89). A definite relation between vessel profile and depositional context,
with, for example, open vessels more suitable for feasting prevalent at
causewayed enclosures, suggesting a broad functional differentiation between
assemblages, confirmed the plausibility of the overall interpretation (see Thomas
1991:89, Figure 5.7:91). This understanding of the evidence effectively
incorporated the concept of a carinated bowl, clarified by Herne (1988), into the

original suggestions of Smith (1974), as reiterated by Whittle (1977).

In northern Britain, the grimston style, originally defined as a specific vessel type
(Piggott 1954:114), was extended to encapsulate instead a replete assemblage
(Manby 1958:226-27, 233, 235-36; 1963: 187-90, 197-200; 1975:26-31, 48-50;

see Herne 1988:11). This expansion of the grimston ware concept required a
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denial of the typological integrity of heslerton ware, also originally defined by
Piggott (1954:114), and the invention of towthorpe ware (Manby 1964:200-01;
1975:31-3; 50-1; see Herne 1988:11; Wainwright 1972:73).* Such typological
casuistry, motivated by a desire to transform ceramic categories from specific
vessel styles into the definitive artefactual representatives of traditional
archaeological cultures, legitimated the categorical integrity of grimston-lyles hill
ware as the ceramic assemblage of an early neolithic culture in northern Britain
(Herne 1988:11). Appeals for the discontinuation of the term grimston-lyles hill
ware (eg. Herne 1988:11-16; Kinnes 1985:22; Scott, J.G. 1977b:27, 36), for
different reasons perhaps, were not entirely successful. Ironically, the vague
chronological and geographical implications of the concept of grimston-lyles hill
ware persuaded Henshall to retain the term subsequently: “...as a flexible
general label...” (1991:83; cf. Davidson and Henshall 1991:69, 74). Admittedly,
the term neatly encapsulated the similarities between a considerable body of
pottery distributed sporadically across much of Ireland and northern (and even
southern) Britain (see Atkinson 1962:8-10; Henshall 1984:61-2; Kinnes 1985:22-
3; Manby 1975:48; Mclnnes 1964:42-7; Wainwright 1972:73-4; pace Scott, J.G.
1977b:27, 36-7; 1978:58).

Variations in early neolithic pottery styles in northern Britain, whether previously
identified or then anticipated, were, and are currently, explained as a consequence
of regional idiosyncrasy (eg. Cowie 1993:16; Henshall 1972:170; 1984:61;
1991:83; 1996:31-3; Kinnes 1985:22). As a corollary, the validity of typological
debate relying on prototypical, rigidly defined vessel forms, is questionable.’ At
any rate, in northern Britain, early neolithic pottery was broadly separable into
carinated and uncarinated round based vessels (Henshall 1972:166). Carinated
bowls, despite variations in fabric and form, are the most distinctive, but,
importantly, not the only, ceramic style represented in assemblages of early
neolithic pottery in Scotland (Cowie 1993:15). Fine carinated bowls in eastern
and western Scotland, despite the imperceptible differences between them, were
apparently influenced by similar styles from eastern England and Ireland

respectively (Henshall 1972:170, 171). Some of these relations, by virtue of
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Callander’s corpus (1928), were recognised long previously (Henshall 1972:170).
Cowie, writing more recently, confirmed the stylistic salience of carinated bowls
in assemblages of early neolithic pottery in Scotland, but emphasised that other
styles, including simple, hemispherical bowls, and heavy bowls, also
accompanied carinated bowls in these assemblages (1993). The hemispherical
cups and uncarinated, frequently lugged, bowls from various sites in western
Scotland were frequently considered to derive from the south western (or
hembury) style (Henshall 1972:166). Indeed, lugs, according to Piggott (1962:8-
10) and Henshall (1972:166), were a typological derivation from this southern
source (Smith 1974:111, 116). More generally, these neutral bowls, of varying
size, representing a substantial proportion of the pottery deposited in chambered
cairns, were sufficiently unremarkable and widespread to confound typological
comparison (Henshall 1972:167-68). However, a certain consistency of fabric in
simple, hemispherical bowls from east central Scotland possibly suggested
functional specialisation (Cowie 1993:16). Cowie identified the presence, and
demonstrated the categorical integrity, in terms of fabric and form, of a heavy
bowl tradition, possibly equivalent to towthorpe ware, in these early neolithic

assemblages (Cowie 1993:18).

Herne, in a critical evaluation of early neolithic pottery styles in Ireland and
Britain, argued persuasively against the categorical integrity and interpretive
utility of the corcept of grimston-lyles hill ware (1988:9-16). Essentially, the
grimston-lyles hill series, introduced by Smith (1974:106) to accommodate
previous research, new discoveries, and an unanticipated radiocarbon
chronology, was an amalgam of normative ceramic styles, enjoying an
unprecedented stylistic heterogeneity, contextual promiscuity, and chronological
longevity (Herne 1988:14). Herne, attempting to supplant this erroneous concept,
and displaying considerable typological erudition, introduced, and formally
defined, the carinated bowl and the shouldered bowl, as specific ceramic styles
(1988:15).° However, these apparently innovative vessel types were effectively
reincarnations of previously superseded ceramic styles. Essentially, carinated

bowls replicated grimston ware, and, presumably, albeit more tenuously,
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shouldered bowls incorporated heslerton ware (see Piggott 1954, Figure. 17:115;
Wainwright 1972, Figures. 15-34:25-45).” The radiocarbon chronology suggested
that undecorated carinated bowls, datable to the early neolithic, preceded
shouldered and decorated bowls, datable to the middle neolithic (Herne 1988:12,
15, Table 2.1:13). Any evidence of chronological concurrence, or typological
influence, between the former style and the latter styles remained obscure (Herne
1988:16, 23). The carinated bowl, a novel item of material culture, with
considerable implications regarding the preparation, cooking and consumption of
food, embodied and exuded a symbolic significance (Herne 1988:25-6). At any
rate, the categorical, and resultant chronological, integrity of the carinated bowl
supplanted the use of the misleading concept of western neolithic pottery
(Sheridan 1995:17). Yet the concept of the carinated bowl, and, more
ambiguously, the carinated bowl assemblage, as developed by Herne (1988), the
latter especially implying cultural and chronological homogeneity, requires
cautionary use. The assemblage from Broome Heath, rejected as a carinated bowl
assemblage, on both stylistic and chronological grounds, by Herne (1988:14-6),
contains several vessels akin to the grimston style, epitomising the carinated
bowl (see Wainwright 1972, P15, Figure 16:26; P87, Figure 18:28; P112, Figure
19:29; P310, Figure 30:41, P369, Figure 32:43, pace Herne 1988:15). Indeed,
open carinated bowls comprised approximately fifteen percent of the vessels
sufficiently complete to allow identification of overall profile in the assemblage
(Wainwright 1972:30). Furthermore, the assemblage from Broome Heath is
derived predominantly from truncated negative features (see Wainwright 1972,
Table 2:46), effectively unrelated in stratigraphic terms. The stylistic uniformity
alleged for the assemblage is more likely an indication of depositional
prescription than a guarantee of its chronological longevity or cultural unity
(pace Wainwright 1972:22, 70). Indeed, to anticipate an argument addressed
fully in chapter three, the acceptance of the concept of a replete assemblage is a

dangerous assumption inherited from the optimism of culture history.
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2.3.1.2. A categorical biography of beacharra ware

The categorical salience of the distinctive bipartite, closed bowl, subsequently
classified as beacharra ware, was guaranteed, due to its immediately recognisable
morphology and decoration (see Bryce 1902:102-09, 135 ff). These vessels,
initially afforded a distinct categorical identity on the basis of morphology
(Callander 1929a:79), were subsequently identified as beacharra ware, a group of
ceramic styles readily identifiable as a regional variation of western neolithic
ware, on the basis of cultural affinity (Childe 1935:67; Piggott 1931:104, 107-08;
1954:170-3). Piggott, analysing ceramic assemblages from chambered cairns in
northern Ireland and western Scotland, identified three types of beacharra ware
on the basis of morphology and decoration. The beacharra A style comprised
undecorated, frequently lugged, bag shaped, round based, vessels; the beacharra
B style comprised the distinctive bipartite, closed bowl with incised decoration;
similarly, the beacharra C style comprised these same distinctive bipartite, closed
bowls, but with cord impressed, rather than incised, decoration (Piggott
1954:171-72; pace Scott, J.G. 1964:150). Such a definition of beacharra ware,
representing a rigorous conception of this typological entity, contrasted with the
more informal understanding of beacharra ware developed previously by Childe,
who also considered the gently carinated bowls from the Western Isles as
beacharra ware (1935:66). Admittedly, Piggott conceded that the stylistic
affinities of many hebridean styles with beacharra ware, particularly in decorative
terms, was ostensive (Piggott 1954:229, 231). The presence of cord impressed
decoration on other vessel forms in northern Ireland alluded to additional

categorical fecundity within the beacharra tradition (Piggott 1954:172-73).

J.G. Scott, following re-excavation of the chambered cairn at Beacharra on the
Kintyre peninsula, dispensed with the classification of beacharra ware into styles
A, B and C (1964:152). Instead, identifying beacharra styles I, II, III, and IV, he
developed a more elaborate classification of this same pottery, designed to
explain the typological variability and affinities of the many regional styles

identifiable in western Scotland (Scott, J.G. 1964:150-58; 1969:199-222). These
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revised categories, contrasting with Piggott’s earlier classification (1954:171-2),
encapsulated several vessel styles, rather than solitary vessel profiles. This
classification, focusing on the chronological development of a cohesive
beacharra assemblage, was integral to an unambiguously culture historical
interpretation of the evidence. The typological sequence is predicated, firstly, on
several tenuous reconstructions of the depositional order of ceramics in various
chambered cairns, and, secondly, on a highly subjective assessment of the
allegedly temporal significance of stylistic variation amongst the pottery (see
Scott, J.G. 1964:152-58; cf. Smith 1974:116). A feature of this classiﬁcatipn,
retained subsequently by Henshall (1972:152), was the extension of the concept
of beacharra ware to incorporate many vessels displaying stylistic similarities in
the Western Isles. However, the concept of beacharra ware was unable to
articulate effectively the bipartite or shouldered vessels reputedly displaying a

beacharra influence in the Western Isles (Brown nd.).

The detail incorporated into J.G. Scott’s resultant interpretation, based on a close
scrutiny of the evidence, remained plausible but unverifiable. Yet the
complicated typological machinations incurred in this scheme were effectively an
unnecessary complication of the evidence. Henshall, arguing that the ceramics
deposited in the chambered cairn at Beacharra were contemporary, used the term
beacharra ware to refer specifically to the bipartite closed bowl, in a welcome
clarification of the terminology (1972:102; 1991:84; cf. Mclnnes 1969:27-8).
However, J.G. Scott, questioning the wisdom of naming specific ceramic types
after particular sites, reasserted the concept of a beacharra ware incorporating a
series of vessel styles (1977a:241; 1977b:26). Similarly, the concept of rothesay
ware was expanded from a single vessel style to encompass a range of vessel
types, including both carinated and uncarinated vessels (Scott, J.G. 1977b:29, 32,
Figure 12:28, Figure 13:30) The validity of these arguments, with an interpretive
emphasis on entire assemblages rather than individual vessel styles, relied upon
subscription to a normative understanding of the evidence, in which the cultural
homogeneity of ceramic assemblages was usually assumed, if not always

assured.
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Different categorical labels were employed to identify the various bipartite closed
bowls, distinguished by minor differences in morphology or decoration, from
northern Ireland and western Scotland. The typological relations subsequently
identified between many of these various categories, due to the arbitrary nature of
the connections, are basically specious. At any rate, ballyalton bowls from
northern Ireland, though displaying a greater elasticity of style, are the equivalent
of, and possibly derived from, beacharra bowls in south west Scotland (Case
1961:186-189; 1963:11, 14; Henshall 1972:173, 174; Mclnnes 1969:27; Smith
1974:116; Sheridan 1995:6). However, the typological origins, as opposed to the
stylistic affinities, of beacharra bowls remain obscure. Recourse to early neolithic
pottery from southern Britain (see Henshall 1972:174) or north western France
(see Sheridan 1985:107, 202; 1995:8), in this regard, are more astutely
interpreted as an admission of defeat, than as the identification of plausible

precursors, in the pursuit of stylistic analogies for these beacharra bowls.

The more traditional concept of beacharra ware, as a ceramic assemblage
encompassing markedly different vessel styles, is undeniably a construct of
culture history, misleading in both interpretive and descriptive terms.
Consequently, following Brown (nd.) and Henshall (1972: 102; 1991:84), the
concept of beacharra ware is dispensed with, and replaced with the term
beacharra bowl, referring to a specific vessel profile, namely the distinctive

closed, bipartite bowl, regardless of decorative characteristics.

2.3.1.3. A categorical biography of achnacree or rothesay ware

The achnacree bowl, a ceramic category invented by Henshall (1972:100-1), and
effectively extrapolated from the previously devised concept of beacharra A ware
(Piggott 1954:228), represented a distinctive vessel style. Achnacree ware was a
duplicate categorical label for rothesay ware (see Scott, J.G. 1964:156-58;
1977b:26; contra Gibson and Woods 1990:235). These

33



vessels, characterised by externally expanded or hooked rims, a neutral profile,
burnishing, occasional lugs, and a subtle carination, frequently imperceptible,
separating vertical sides from a rounded base, were explicitly identified as a
regional variation of the grimston-lyles hill style (Henshall 1972:100-01, 171).
The substantial rim morphology and rippled decoration suggested that these
vessels were late examples within the grimston-lyles hill series (Henshall
1972:172). Internal typological development was apparently discernible within
achnacree ware, with a movement from neutral vessels, with vertical sides, in
early examples, to open vessels, with splayed sides, in late examples (Henshall

1972:172).

The concept of rothesay ware, effectively identical to achnacree ware, played a
central role in one of the typological sequences suggested for beacharra ware
(Scott, J.G. 1964:150, 155-58). To reiterate, rothesay ware incorporated aspects
of morphology and decoration inspired by early neolithic styles originating in
abingdon ware in southern Britain and towthorpe ware in northern Britain (see
Henshall 1972:174; Manby 1975:50-1; Scott, J.G. 1964:150, 156-7; 1969:205,
217-18; 1977b:27 ff; 1978:60; Sheridan 1985:194-95; cf. Smith 1974:116). The
physical presence, or at least typological influence, of rothesay ware was
identifiable, particularly in the form of lugged bowls, in numerous assemblages
from western Scotland, including, for example, Beacharra in Kintyre, and Unival
and Clettraval in the Western Isles (Scott, J.G. 1964:150, 155-57; 1969:218-22;
1977b:37). Unsurprisingly, then, these lugged bowls were also considered to
exude similarities to certain early neolithic styles from southern Britain (see
Sheridan 1995:8, 18). Importantly, rothesay ware in south west Scotland,
modified by towthorpe ware and local inspiration, allegedly developed
simultaneously with, but independently from, grimston-lyles hill ware in northern
Ireland (Scott, J.G. 1969:217-18; 1977b:27, 31, 35; pace Sheridan 1985:194-95).
The typological integrity of beacharra and rothesay styles, the latter concept
subsequently extended to incorporate several vessel types (see Scott, J.G.
1977b:29), was apparently confirmed by their mutually exclusive typological

derivation from the hembury and abingdon styles in southern Britain respectively
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(Scott, J.G. 1977b:29). However, the early appearance of grimston-lyles hill
pottery, and the eclectic variety of styles in the assemblage from Machrie Moor,
suggested a reassessment of the rothesay style was necessary (Henshall 1991:83).
Certainly, the occurrence of open carinated bowls, closely paralleled in northern
Ireland, in south west Scotland, cloyed with Scott’s interpretation regarding the

separate typological derivation of his rothesay style assemblages (see Scott, J.G.

1977b:27 ££).

The failure of the term ‘achnacree ware’ to achieve a general acceptance in the
archaeological literature, was largely because it duplicated, and probaBly
complicated, the existing terminology referring to early neolithic undecorated
and uncarinated bowls. The term, always an interpretive superfluity, was of little

explanatory import beyond an interminable debate on an intractable regional

typology.

2.3.1.4. A categorical biography of hebridean ware

Much of the neolithic pottery from the Western Isles displays stylistic features
reminiscent of, but not identical to, stylistic elements considered diagnostic of
more readily recognisable styles established elsewhere in northern, western and
south western Scotland. That these various ceramics are related, in stylistic terms
anyway, is indubitable. This admirable eccentricity of style, in the pottery from
the Western Isles, was explained as a forlorn typological deviance, inevitable in
the material culture of isolated communities living on a cultural periphery during
the neolithic. By way of example, the decoration, if not the morphology, typical
of the distinctive bipartite, closed bowls, included in the definition of beacharra
ware, was immediately recognisable in the neolithic assemblages of the Western
Isles (Piggott 1954:183). This pottery, displaying recognisable, but distorted,
elements of the beacharra style, apparently betraying the direction of typological

influence, and confirming its derivative nature, was entirely indebted to
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beacharra ware from south west Scotland for stylistic inspiration (see Mclnnes

1969:20, 28; Megaw and Simpson 1961:69; Scott, J.G. 1964:154).

The derivative and degenerate status of neolithic ceramic assemblages in the
Western Isles, adequately described using categorical types formulated
previously, discouraged the invention of new categories specifically designed to
facilitate the interpretation of this pottery. Yet the neolithic ceramics from the
Western Isles together exude a distinctive, if indefinable, mutual resemblance
affirming them as a unified local potting tradition. A hebridean ware, comprising
an eclectic miscellany of ceramic styles, is an ambiguous typological, and
disingenuous interpretive, construct (cf. Armit 1987:25; 1996:57, 59). Many
vessels, embodying unusual or unpredictable stylistic features, exemplified by a
flat based vessel from Eilean Domhnuill a Spionnaidh (Armit 1987:15) and the
vessel from Clachan (see Section 2.5.2.3.; Atkinson 1953), confound typological
expectation (Armit 1996:59). Ironically, the stylistic diversity of the pottery,
collated using the concept of hebridean ware, lends itself to typological analysis
(Armit 1987:30). Yet, for reasons of descriptive convenience, if not interpretive
accuracy, this awkward array of nebulous styles is still interpreted as a unitary
ceramic tradition (see Armit 1993:372; Brown nd.). Many vessels, effectively
unclassifiable, intuitively recognisable as hebridean ware, merely display a vague
‘family resemblance’, of abstruse interpretive significance. Only certain vessels
styles, namely the deep, necked bowl, the flanged bowl, and the hebridean jar,
are sufficiently distinctive and numerous to merit an individual categorical
identity (see Henshall 1972:153). These three styles, firmly entrenched within a

hebridean tradition, are discussed briefly below.

Various vessels, in the terminology of Henshall (1972:104, 153-54), are
adequately described as deep, necked bowls, or collared jars, with any decoration
usually confined to the upper part of the vessel exterior above the cordon,
carination or shoulder, and a neutral or closed profile. Essentially, the deep,
necked bowls, with a gentle carination or shoulder embodying a slightly closed

or neutral profile respectively, were of varying size. These vessels, regarded as
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larger and deeper versions of beacharra bowls, represented varying stages in a
typological sequence developing from a typological liaison between the closed,
bipartite beacharra bowl, plain lugged bowls, rothesay ware from south west
Scotland (cf. Henshall 1972:154, 173; Scott, J.G. 1964:150, 155-6), and even
murlough bowls from Ireland (Smith 1974:116). The vessels with a gentle
carination, closed profile, and constricted orifice, occupied an intermediate stage
of typological development, between the initial beacharra bowls, and the
resultant deep, necked bowls, with distinctive shoulders, neutral profile and

splayed orifice (Henshall 1972:153-54).

The category of flanged bowl, essentially a round based bowl with an externally
expanded rim and an open profile, was introduced by W.L. Scott, following his
excavations at Eilean an Tighe (1951a:29). This ceramic type, though distinctive,
was apparently confined to the Western Isles and, as a consequence, was a
stylistic curiosity of the region. Given the propensity of the externally expanded
rim forms to detach at the juncture between the rim and the body of the vessel, a
consequence of the forming method, the presence of flanged bowls, as a
particular form of open bowl, was probably under represented in the Western
Isles. However, given that externally expanded rim forms occurred on numerous
other ceramic styles, it was impossible to estimate the number of possible flanged

bowls represented in the region.

The search for the early neolithic equivalent of fine carinated pottery, typically
undecorated, burnished, and smudged, in the Western Isles, where such vessels,
immediately recognisable, are curiously absent, has perhaps been impeded by the
formative categorical influence attributed to decoration in the classification of
neolithic pottery in the region. Flanged bowls, a series of fine open bowls, often
gently carinated, and intricately decorated on the upper side of an external rim -
expansion, and less frequently across the exterior, deserve especial mention in
this regard. These vessels, usually interpreted as merely another stylistic curiosity
attributable to hebridean ware, embody the quality, colour and stylistic

consistency typical of fine carinated bowls.
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Similarly, the open bowl with fabric, profile, and dimensions typical of an unstan
bowl, but with an externally expanded rim morphology unprecedented on unstan
bowls, from Ord North in Sutherland (see Henshall and Ritchie 1995:65, no. 7),
suggests that the flanged bowl is perhaps a regional idiosyncrasy related, in some
unspecified way, to unstan bowls. Admittedly, the expanded rim on flanged
bowls, contrasting with the simple rims typical of unstan bowls, infers that these
equally distinctive vessel types were handled, and therefore possibly used, in
entirely different ways. It is, anyway, likely that both the flanged bowl and the

unstan bowl were regional versions of the undecorated fine carinated bowl.

The hebridean jar, or, alternatively, ridged jar, is essentially a deep, bag or barrel
shaped, round based, and vertical sided vessel. This ceramic style merited a
specific categorical label because it embodies an elaborate rim morphology and
profusely decorated cavetto zones on its exterior surface (Gibson and Woods
1990:178). Strangely, the hebridean jar, restricted to the Western Isles, and
largely ignored in the archaeological literature, is the most salient vessel style

within the muddled stylistic nexus of hebridean ware.

The contextual recurrence of undecorated bowls, whether carinated or
uncarinated, with unstan bowls, and hebridean bowls and jars, prompted various
commentators to incorporate these undecorated vessels into the concept of a
hebridean assemblage (eg. Armit 1993:372; Brown nd.; Gibson 1995a:104).
Essentially, this amalgam of ceramic styles, an enhanced version of the concept
of hebridean ware, was allegedly a typical regional example of an early neolithic

ceramic assemblage in the Western Isles.

2.3.1.5. A categorical biography of unstan ware

The unstan type was formally identified by Callendar, in his corpus of neolithic

pottery from Scotland, as a wide, carinated, shallow bowl, with an everted or
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vertical rim form (see Callander 1929a:40-46, 82-83; cf. Henshall 1983:40). The
unstan type, although apparently confined to northern Scotland, was identifiable
as western neolithic ware (Childe 1935:67; Henshall 1972:177; Piggott
1931:104). Indeed, the distinctive unstan bowl was allegedly derived from
carinated bowls, as defined by Herne (1988), although the considerable stylistic
differences between these two ceramic types remained unexplained (Henshall
1983b:72). This vessel category originally related exclusively to the distinctive
open bowl, known especially from the chambered caim of Unstan in Orkney.
This restrictive definition, endowed with an enviable degree of categorical
clarity, by virtue of the distinctive style of the bowls to which it refers, was
essentially descriptive. The definition, in a categorical development subsequently
forgotten, was later extended by Callander and Grant (1934:335) to include all
round based bowls from Britain (D.V. Clarke 1983:45). The unconvincing
typological sequence, developed by Henshall for the distinctive open bowls, was,
in the absence of stratigraphy, based on a qualitative assessment of style
(1963:107-8, 118). Attempts to derive unstan bowls from bipartite closed bowls
in the Western Isles were equally speculative (McInnes 1969:21). Similarly, the
conception of unstan bowls as early neolithic ceramics, based on the quality and
morphology of these vessels, embellished with late neolithic decoration, based on
decorative parallels on peterborough ware and cremation urns, was an
unsatisfactory compromise attempting to explain this distinctive style (see
Henshall 1972:177-79). Henshall, initially describing other carinated bowls not
in an unstan style as aberrant unstan bowls, effectively afforded the concept of

unstan ware a previously unanticipated typological leniency (1983a:40).

The modern expansion, in categorical terms, of the unstan type was motivated by
a desire to invest the concept with an interpretive, not simply descriptive,
essence. A revised concept of unstan ware, incorporating two distinct vessel
forms, defined, firstly, an undecorated bowl, with a simple rim, a neutral profile,
and a round base, and, secondly, a shallow bowl, with a simple rim, an open
profile, and a vertical, usually decorated, collar, and a round base (Piggott

1954:248). The recurrence of these different vessel forms in chambered cairns in
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Orkney and, probably to a much lesser extent, Caithness (see Davidson and
Henshall 1991:75, 78), and the absence of any unequivocal contextual
association with grooved ware, ensured the retention of the concept of unstan
ware, despite some disagreements over its homogeneity (Clarke, D.V. 1983:46,
49; MacSween 1992:259), as a type of assemblage, rather than as a singular style
of vessel (eg. Davidson and Henshall 1989:64, Henshail 1963:106; 1985:88, 108-
09; Henshall and Ritchie 1995:63). MacSween, in an attempt to resolve the
categorical ambiguity incurred by this overly generous definition of unstan ware,
advocated instead the notion of a ‘round-based pottery tradition’. Yet to label
unstan ware a ‘round-based pottery tradition’ serves only to distinguish these
ceramics from grooved ware, effectively a ‘flat-based pottery tradition’, and
perpetuates the inimical dichotomy between these two ceramic styles (see

MacSween 1992:259-60).

The concept of unstan ware generated typological controversy because it
effectively attempted to classify a cultural, rather than stylistic, entity (cf.
Sharples 1981:39). Basically, unstan ware, as defined by Piggott (1954:248) and
accepted by Henshall (Davidson and Henshall 1989:64; Henshall 1963:106;
Henshall and Ritchie 1995:63), was a partial inventory, specifically the mortuary
component, of the ceramic assemblage of an unstan people (cf. Clarke, D.V.
1983:46). It was not, then, contrary to the original definition given by Callendar
(1928:82-83), a specific vessel type. Significantly, the assemblage from the Knap
of Howar, on Sanday, reputedly the only known settlement site of the unstan
ware culture, contained several stylistic features unparalleled in unstan
assemblages from chambered cairns (Davidson and Henshall 1989:77; Henshall
1983b:70; Ritchie A. 1985:49). However, the elastic concept of unstan ware,
readily expandable to encompass stylistic adversity encountered in newly
discovered assemblages, was redefined subsequently to include both domestic
and funerary ceramics (Ritchie, A. 1983:54; 1985:50). Evidently, the ceramic
styles from chambered cairns, including unstan bowls, represented a special
selection taken from the wider range of vessel types available in domestic

assemblages (Henshall and Ritchie 1995:63). The differences between unstan
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ware assemblages from domestic and mortuary contexts were readily explained
as a consequence of function, chronology or, notably, the probability of
deliberate depositional practices at chambered cairns (Davidson and Henshall
1989:78; Henshall 1983b:72). However, the possibility of intentional deposition,
of which the inevitable corollary was distorted assemblages, effectively
unrepresentative of an archaeological culture, threatened to confuse the

comfortable assumptions of culture history.

The stylistic connections between Orkney and the Western Isles, intimated by
unstan bowls, are indubitable (Piggott 1954:248-9), but the significance of fhis
relation remains uncertain (Kinnes 1985:22, 23). At any rate, unstan bowls are an
integral component of early neolithic assemblages in the Western Isles (Gibson
1995a:110; McInnes 1969:21-2). Unfortunately, the concept of unstan ware, as a
unitary assemblage, is unsustainable in the Western Isles, because assemblages
containing unstan bowls also contain many more vessel styles (cf. Davidson and
Henshall 1991:75; Henshall 1983a:42; Henshall and Ritchie 1995:63). The
significance of the association of classic (sic) unstan bowls with other ceramic
styles, and the complete absence of unstan bowls from chambered cairns, with
the exception of the vessel represented at Geirisclett (Johnson 1997:14),
complicates, and possibly confounds, the concept of unstan ware as the replete
assemblage of a unitary culture. The contextual complications arising in the
Western Isles confirm that unstan ware is neither integral to a unitary
assemblage, nor necessarily diagnostic of an archaeological culture. The
implications of the disintegration of the concept of unstan ware in the Western
Isles are largely ignored, partly because the concept adequately explains many of
the ceramic assemblages from Orkney, and partly because the comparable
material from the Western Isles is sufficiently meagre to suggest a derivative

status.
The concept of unstan ware, as an assemblage of differing vessel styles, is

rejected here (pace Armit 1996, Figure 4.7.a:58), but the term unstan bowl,

referring to the distinctive open bowl previously included within the unstan
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tradition, is retained for its descriptive felicity, rather than interpretive alacrity

(cf. Brown nd.; Sharples 1981:38-9).

2.3.2. Late neolithic ceramic styles

The late neolithic styles dealt with in this Section, grooved ware, impressed ware,
fine beaker ware, and coarse beaker ware occur throughout Scotland. These
ceramic styles, in the Western Isles anyway, are interpreted as parochial
examples of abstract categorical types, due to their extensive, apparently
ubiquitous, distribution elsewhere. That the quality of, and decoration on, for
example, fine beaker pottery recalls directly those of early neolithic wares in the
Western Isles is obscured by the apparently extraneous characteristics of beaker
pottery. The pervasive distribution of such ceramic types does not preclude a

regionalisation of styles.

2.3.2.1. A categorical biography of grooved ware

2.3.2.1.1. Introduction

Grooved ware, known from approximately 350 sites, is a distinctive ceramic
style in Britain, and also perhaps in Ireland, dating from the mid fourth to early
second millennium BC (Kinnes 1995:49; Sheridan 1995:15). It was initially

interpreted as a relatively minor ceramic type:

“At the most we can consider the grooved-ware episode as a minor cultural
individuality” (Piggott 1936:197).

The irony of Piggott’s early statement is readily understandable to the wearisome
reader. Despite an exhaustive debate in succeeding years on the significance of

grooved ware and its sub-styles, in arguments motivated by the discovery of new
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assemblages, the original purposes of this ceramic remain elusive. The following

commentary focuses on selected aspects of terminology, typology, and function.

2.3.2.1.2. The terminology of grooved ware

Piggott, rejecting any label based on a type site, due to its misleading
geographical connotations, provisionally labelled this newly recognised ceramic
type as grooved ware (1936:191). At any rate, the label ‘grooved ware’ was itself
a misnomer, since a variety of decorative techniques, including applied and
rusticated methods, in addition to the eponymous grooving, were also
permissible within this enduring ceramic category (Clarke and Sharples
1985:56). Piggott’s subsequent identification of a rinyo-clacton culture (see
Piggott 1954:321-46) encapsulated a curious reversal of his earlier interpretive
position, and was presumably attributable, firstly, to the continual accumulation
of evidence, and, secondly, to the desire to write a culture historical archaeology
of synthesis. This liaison of two type sites, each geographically remote from the
other, united by the presence of grooved ware, yet simultaneously divided by the
absence of grooved ware over much of the intervening distance, effectively
demonstrated the inability of cultural history to facilitate satisfactory localised

interpretations of the grooved ware phenomenon.

Clarke, reviewing succinctly the concept of a rinyo-clacton culture, in a
disdainful statement adumbrating the work Wainwright and Longworth (1971),

reached a derisory conclusion regarding its archaeological veracity

“At the moment then, there seems increasing evidence for suspecting that the
Rinyo-Clacton ‘culture’ is a fiction composed of two independent Neolithic
traditions, linked only by beaker influence. Nevertheless, it still remains possible
for the intrepid manipulator to derive the later Southern group from the Northern
group across a void of hundreds of miles and years. The Grooved Ware tradition
remains an open question awaiting proper research” (Clarke 1970:269-70).

Wainwright and Longworth (1971:236, 268), following Smith (1956:291-97; cf.
Clarke 1970:269-70), and answering the pleas of Clarke quoted above
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(1970:269-70), dispensed with the concept of a rinyo-clacton culture, an
unsustainable interpretive construct, given the diversity of non-ceramic
associations and variety of contextual affiliations of this pottery (eg. Clarke and
Sharples 1985:56, 78, 81; MacSween 1992:260), and reverted to the original term
grooved ware. Essentially, the unity of the rinyo-clacton culture, relying
exclusively on the stylistic regularity of the pottery for definition, was overly
dependent on only one aspect of material culture (Clarke, D.V. 1976:238, 240).
Wainwright and Longworth considered grooved ware to represent a sub-culture,
rather than a replete culture, a nexus of people cohered by a common tradition of
ceramic manufacture and mutual interest in overt ritual practice, an interpretation
based on the unitary style of grooved ware and its contextual associations with
henges in southern Britain respectively (Wainwright and Longworth 1971:268).
Indeed, this sub-culture:

“...forms one strand of a complex society, whose other manifestations include
users of Peterborough ceramics and Beaker groups... (Wainwright and Longworth
1971:268).

Yet the notion of a culture, or even sub-culture, contributed little towards a
meaningful interpretation of grooved ware (Thomas 1991:100). The social
significance of grooved ware, as a ceramic tradition or category of materiality,
remained obscure within the interpretive confines of such a terminology (Clarke

and Sharples 1985:56; Richards 1993a:170).

2.3.2.1.3. A typology of grooved ware

The recovery of a distinctive ceramic at Lion Point, near Clacton, in Essex
motivated the initial formal identification of grooved ware (see Piggott
1936:191). Sparse amounts of this ceramic type, recovered previously, but not
yet afforded a distinct categorical identity, were known from elsewhere in
southern Britain (see Piggott 1936:193-6). Many examples of grooved ware from
northern England languished unrecognised in museum collections before explicit

categorical identification (Manby 1974:1).
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An initial classification of grooved ware, using the assemblage from Skara Brae
in Orkney, and focusing on decorative technique, distinguished three categories
based on incised or applied decoration (see Clarke, D.V. 1983:46; Piggott
1954:327). The assemblage from Rinyo apparently conformed with, and
therefore confirmed, the ceramic sequence from Skara Brae (see Clarke, D.V.
1983:45; Piggott 1954:327;). This classification, allowing the identification of
categorical equivalents of rinyo I and II in southern Britain, was apparently valid

beyond the immediate confines of Orkney (see Piggott 1954:340).

Discernible differences in the styles of grooved ware from various assemblages
in southern Britain encouraged its further classification. Smith identified three
separate sub-styles, based on various decorative criteria, and labelled these
according to the sites from which these exemplary assemblages came, namely
Clacton in Essex, and Woodlands and Woodhenge in Wiltshire (see Smith 1956).
Successive excavations, adding to a growing corpus of grooved ware, essentially
confirmed the categorical integrity of the original sub-styles (Wainwright and
Longworth 1971:236). However, Wainwright and Longworth, working with a
considerably enlarged collection of material (Gibson and Woods 1990:175),
revamped these existing sub-styles, primarily from southern Britain, and added a
fourth, the rinyo sub-style, predominantly from northern Britain (1971:236-243).
Many features, for example parallel linear grooves or incisions in a horizontal
alignment, transcended the stylistic boundaries between sub-styles (Wainwright
and Longworth 1971:237). Common stylistic traits, rather than conveying the
unsatisfactory nature of the sub-styles, instead confirmed the categorical integrity

of grooved ware:

“Such shared traits are to be expected in sub-styles belonging to a single tradition”
(Wainwright and Longworth 1971:237).

That certain features are apparently exclusive to specific sub-styles served only to
consolidate the integrity of this classification (see Wainwright and Longworth

1971:240). Various, preferably unique, stylistic features, considered diagnostic of
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each sub-style, facilitated the identification of each type in any grooved ware
assemblage (Wainwright and Longworth 1971:237, 239-40, 242, 243). The
interpretive priorities of this revised classification, which incorporated
morphological, but continued to privilege decorative, criteria, remained

unchanged.

None of these sub-styles exhibited any convincing degree of geographical
cohesion, something Wainwright and Longworth effectively conceded
(1971:243, Figure 97, facing page 268; cf. Burgess 1980:41; Cleal 1985:9, 153,
154). The empirical utility of these sub-styles, even within the interpretive
armature of culture history, was frustrated by their mutual geographical
incoherence. The majority of grooved ware assemblages contained examples of
several such sub-styles (cf. MacSween 1995:41). The description of these
assemblages, the pottery invariably representing various sub-styles, and further
complicated by local peculiarities of style, became a laborious task (eg. Henshall
and Mercer 1981:128-33; Manby 1974:78-83). It is, then, unsurprising that the
sub-styles were received largely with indifference (Barrowman 1994:4; Gibson
and Woods 1990:175-6). However, the Durrington Walls and Woodlands sub-
styles, invariably from henges and pits respectively, seemingly displayed some
degree of contextual coherence, intimating the validity of these categories under

certain circumstances (see Thomas 1991:98).

The chronological discrepancy, revealed by radiocarbon dating, between grooved
ware in northern and southern Britain effectively rendered the aforementioned
sub-styles, based largely on the later southern material, redundant, when dealing
with the earlier northern material (Henshall 1993:104; MacSween 1995:41-2). At
any rate, the discovery of substantial collections of grooved ware unlike any of
the existing sub-styles from northern Britain outside Orkney, for example the
assemblage from Balfarg henge in Fife, betrayed the inadequacy of this
classification scheme (Henshall 1993:104; Henshall and Mercer 1981:129, 133).
That assemblages exhibited site specific peculiarities of style, forming, according

to Henshall: “...very local sub-styles...” (1991:86), germane only to the
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assemblage in which they were identifiable (cf. Wainwright and Longworth
1971:241), conveyed something of the stylistic mutability of grooved ware. To
introduce new sub-styles, based on assemblages inadequately classified by
existing sub-styles, was an unsatisfactory, if inevitable, attempt to resolve these
typological difficulties, because it merely deferred the fundamental problems of a

conventional classification (see Henshall 1993:104).

Interestingly, MacSween, identifying separate grooved ware traditions at Pool on
Sanday, distinguished by fabric, form and chronology, questioned the general
categorical integrity and interpretive utility of the concept of grooved ware as a
unitary ceramic type (Hunter and MacSween 1991:913). Apparently undeterred,
MacSween, working afresh from an empirical examination of the pottery, but
still using traditional criteria of classification, basically morphology and
decoration, developed an independent series of nine sub-styles applicable to
grooved ware from Scotland (1995:42-3). Unfortunately, these sub-styles,
assailed by the same lack of clarity typical of the original sub-styles (see
Wainwright and Longworth 1971:236-43), failed to clarify the categorical
complexity of the northern material. That the interpretive utility of these sub-
styles remained vague is probably an indication of the unsatisfactory nature of

the criteria employed to compile the resultant classification.

2.3.2.1.4. A chronology of grooved ware

That a chronology of these various classifications of grooved ware remained
obscure, possibly attributable to an absence of stratified assemblages, suggested
more likely either a stylistic development too rapid for detection by radiocarbon
dating, or the specious nature of the constituent categories. The relative
chronology of the pre-rinyo, rinyo I and rinyo II styles, based on a confused
stratigraphy, was unreliable (Clarke, D.V. 1983:45, 55). The chronology of the
clacton, durrington walls, woodlands and rinyo sub-styles was poorly understood

(see Wainwright and Longworth 1971:244-48). Although MacSween attributes
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some of the stylistic diversity discernible in the grooved ware from northern
Britain to chronological variation, the available radiocarbon chronology was
unable to distinguish between her revised sub-styles in temporal terms
(MacSween 1995:45-6). Any pursuit of chronology was motivated by more than
an inveterate archaeological desire for sequential order. The establishment of a
temporal sequence lent authority to the categorical integrity of these sub-styles
because they acquired a typological significance. There was, given the dubious
interpretive utility of these sub-styles, no reason to expect them to conform to a
meaningful chronological progression. At any rate, the radiocarbon chronology
suggested the sudden introduction of grooved ware in southern Britain (Thomas
1991:85). More interestingly,‘the radiocarbon chronology confirmed, contrary to
initial prejudice, but confirming the opinion of Clarke (1970:269-70), that

grooved ware was earlier in northern than southern Britain (MacSween 1995:41).

2.3.2.1.5. The origins of grooved ware

Upon the demise of culture historicism, the sub-styles are deliberately retained as
vacuous labels of descriptive convenience, rather than incisive concepts of
interpretive alacrity (eg. Armit et al. 1994:122-24; Henshall 1993:104-08). Yet
the allure of these sub-styles continues to elicit revisions of the categorical
criteria by which they are defined (eg. Henshall 1993:106). The purpose of such
modifications, if these sub-styles are devoid of interpretive utility, remains

vague.

The sudden appearance of grooved ware, a ceramic embodying a style wholly
unlike preceding or contemporary styles, in the archaeological record was a
source of some disquiet. Many of the stylistic features subsequently recognised
as characteristic of grooved ware, for example the distinctive morphology and
decoration, and the extensive range of vessel sizes and volumes, were sufficiently
unusual to provoke immediate comment. Piggott, referring to such

characteristics, described grooved ware as: “...peculiar and individual”
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(1936:192). More recently, Sheridan, perpetuating this notion of the burlesque,
described the introduction of grooved ware into Ireland as: ““...a substantial
novelty adopted from Britain...” (1995:18). Indeed, the fabric, the bucket or
flower pot shape, the extensive and unique use of applied decoration, the general
absence of cord impressed decoration, and novel manner in which the decorative
structure incorporates undecorated -zones into the overall design, the eclectic
array of vessel sizes and volumes, were all variously mentioned as stylistic
features to distinguish grooved ware from other preceding or contemporary
ceramic styles (see Barrowman 1994:1; Kinnes 1995:49; MacSween 1992:270;
Manby 1974:100; Piggott 1936:191-2; 1954:322,328; Richards and Thomas
1984:192; Smith 1956:191; Thomas 1991:93, 101; Wainwright and Longworth
1971:244). Essentially, it was impossible to explain adequately the development

of grooved ware from these latter styles.

Unsurprisingly, given the stylistic schism between grooved ware and other
preceding or contemporary ceramic styles in Britain, initial attempts to identify
the origins of the former focused on continental Europe. Piggott postulated
various, often contrasting, continental origins for grooved ware (1936:197-201;
1954:344-46). Initially, the location of Clacton on the Essex coast, an ideal
beachhead for continental immigrants, and the prevalence of incision in this
assemblage, confirmed the typological purity of the grooved ware assemblage
(see Piggott 1936:197). Unadulterated grooved ware was flat based, bucket
shaped, and frequently incised. Alterations in the continental origins of grooved
ware modified this initial interpretation. Stylistic traits previously attributed to
insular contact in Britain, for example rustication, were also afforded a
continental origin (see Piggott 1954:344-46). The colonisation of Britain by a
Rinyo-Clacton culture followed predictable migration routes. Movement across
the English Channel and up the Western Approaches founded the southern and
northern concentrations of this putative culture respectively (Piggott 1954:345-
6). The resort to external continental sources for stylistic inspiration focused
exclusively on morphology and decoration. However, given the absence of

convincing stylistic precursors in FEurope (Wainwright and Longworth
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1971:244), any typological sojourn abroad was unlikely to be successful (Gibson
and Woods 1990:175). Interestingly, the effort invested in attempting to identify
the origins of grooved ware was comparatively meagre compared with those

expended seeking the sources of fine beakers (Cleal 1985:380).

More recently, attempts to identify the origins of grooved ware, were less
inclined to pursue stylistic inspiration from foreign climes, and scrutinised
domestic ceramic styles for typological influence instead. Importantly, flat based
vessels occurred, though infrequently, in association with round based early
neolithic pottery around Ireland and Britain (Smith 1974:119). Yet nothing
disguised the profound stylistic differences that distinguished grooved ware from
other ceramic types. The distinctive morphology, markedly different from the
preceding necked bowls of the early neolithic (Wainwright and Longworth
1971:244), and the characteristic decoration, effectively unparalleled on coeval
ceramics, remained unique in southern Britain (Wainwright and Longworth
1971:244, 246). Attempts to derive grooved ware from unstan ware in northern
Britain (eg. Clarke, D.L. 1970:269; MacSween 1992; Renfrew 1979:206-07),
considered more fully in Section 2.3.1.5., were unconvincing. Nevertheless,
Wainwright and Longworth, relying on contextual affiliations, artefactual
associations and a radiocarbon chronology, rather than intrinsic style, envisaged
an indigenous origin for grooved ware (1971:268). Recourse to containers made
from perishable raw materials, and particularly basketry, were invoked to explain
the apparently radical differences encapsulated by grooved ware (see Piggott
1954:329; Smith 1974:119; Wainwright and Longworth 1971:247). On this
basis, grooved ware, a tangible skeumorph fished from the murky depths of
negative evidence, was feasibly accredited a typological origin in Britain (see

Wainwright and Longworth 1971:246).

These various attempts to establish the origins of grooved ware were all united
by a common subscription to an intellectual supposition that afforded
morphology and decoration a cultural significance. Even the ingenuity of the

interpretation of grooved ware as a skeumorph was predicated on the same
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fundamental principles. More edifying attempts to explain the inception of
grooved ware from a social perspective in southern Britain have focused on its
erudite symbolic connotations. Although both peterborough ware and grooved
ware circulated in a prestige goods economy, only the former developed from
preceding early neolithic pottery; the latter, originating in Orkney and later
percolating south, was intrusive to southern Britain (Bradley 1984:58-9; Thomas
1991:93). This interpretation merely explained the social mechanisms
responsible for the extensive distribution, rather than the inception, of grooved

ware.

2.3.2.1.6. The interpretation of grooved ware

The discussion above focuses on the usual archaeological concerns for typology
and chronology. The original significance of grooved ware in the late neolithic
now requires some scrutiny. The purpose of grooved ware in culture historical
interpretations did not extend beyond that of the material emblem of an
archaeological culture able to inform upon cultural derivations (see Piggott
1954:328-29, 338-42, 343-46). However, the recognition of such pottery, often
forming substantial assemblages, from settlements in Orkney, and from henges
and pits in southern Britain, suggested a domestic ware employed for communal
ceremonial purposes (Wainwright and Longworth 1971:249-50). Indeed, the
consensus, acrosé the theoretical spectrum, that grooved ware was a ceramic style
with an especial or elevated status was notable. More recently, for example,
grooved ware has been considered as exotic material culture, exclusive to
specific people with erudite knowledge, for use in recondite ritual practices.
These interpretations, attempting to develop a conception of grooved ware
germane to a wider understanding of late neolithic society, acknowledged the
possibility of deliberate depositional practices involving ceramics. These

explanations are summarised briefly below.
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The regular occurrence of grooved ware at henges encouraged investigations into
ritual practices, and the nature of resultant depositional patterns, at these
monuments (Bradley 1984:43). At Durrington Walls, for example, the contextual
patterning of both faunal and ceramic deposits confirmed deliberate deposition in
various contexts around the henge (Richards and Thomas 1984:195 ff). More
significantly, definite relations between grooved ware decoration and
depositional context were discernible at Durrington Walls in Wiltshire, Mount
Pleasant in Dorset (Bradley 1984:51; Richards and Thomas 1984:192; Thomas
1991:97-8; Thomas 1996b:199-205), and Balfarg henge and Balfarg Riding
School enclosure in Fife (Richards 1993b:187-8). The relation between
monumentality and grooved ware was not restricted to henges. The majority of
grooved ware in the Yorkshire Wolds, for example, lay within five kilometres
(km) of the imposing Rudston monolith (Bradley 1984:57; Pierpoint 1980:271).
The association between grooved ware and apparently exotic lithic artefacts,
suggesting a bountiful local economy in the Yorkshire Wolds, perhaps alluded to
deliberate depositional practices (pace Manby 1974:100-01). The rates of
deposition varied according to vessel size in the grooved ware assemblage from
Barnhouse in Orkney (Richards 1993a:179). An invaluable review of grooved
ware assemblages from Scotland demonstrated the prevalence of deliberate
depositional practices involving this ceramic type in northern Britain (see
Barrowman 1994). It is, in many instances, possible to identify the deliberate
breakage and deposition of vessels, and the removal and eventual redeposition of

the resultant sherds.

The previously unsuspected complexity of depositional practices alluded to the
importance of pottery in the ritual practices of late neolithic societies. The fabric
of society in the late neolithic, characterised by distinct regional identities, was
fragmentary (Bradley 1984:40). Artefacts with extensive distributions, for
example grooved ware, peterborough ware, and fine beaker ware, were not
satisfactorily explained as uniform phenomena (Bradley 1984:40, 47-8). Bradley
envisaged these ceramic types as examples of an exotic material culture, to which

access was restricted, circulating in a prestige goods economy (1984:46 ff.). The
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structured nature of depositional practices, operating with a recognition of
decorative motifs on grooved ware, suggested the manipulation of the symbolism
encapsulated by these designs for ritual purposes (Bradley 1984:46; Richards and
Thomas 1984:192-3). The large size and depositional contexts of grooved ware
suggested use for communal rather than individual consumption during feasting
(Barrowman 1994:151; Thomas 1991:93, 98; Thomés 1996b:205). That many
grooved ware assemblages, in Scotland particularly those in Orkney, contained a
considerable proportion of large vessels (Henshall 1993:106), was consonant
with such an envisaged function. Interestingly, residue analysis on two large
vessels from Balfarg Riding School, revealing traces of hallucinogeﬁic
substances (Moffat 1993: 108-10), reinforced the conception of grooved ware as

material culture with an especial ritual significance (Barclay 1993:184-85).

The ideological inspiration and esoteric knowledge behind the recondite designs,
if not the actual vessels, apparently circulated amongst elite groups in different
regions (Bradley 1984:63; Richards and Thomas 1984:192-3). Yet the extent of
deliberate deposition, frequently beyond the confines of the polities envisaged by
Bradley (1984:38 ff), suggested the local manufacture, use and deposition of
grooved ware was more widespread than originally envisaged (see Barrowman
1994:5 ff)). The sporadic, and misleading, distribution of grooved ware was
perhaps partly responsible for an initial reluctance to concede the ubiquity of
ritual practices involving such pottery. Several late neolithic ceramic types, to
which access was restricted, including grooved ware, were probably exclusive
and prestigious items (Bradley 1984:48-51; Richards and Thomas 1984:192-3;
Thomas 1996b: passim). At any rate, the longevity of grooved ware, intimated
by the available radiocarbon dates, suggested a durable symbolism (Wainwright
and Longworth 1971:246). Indeed, it was necessary to expand the investigation
of ceramic symbolism, from a concern solely with decoration (eg. Richards and
Thomas 1984; Richards 1993b), to encompass other aspects of materiality, for
example fabric, form, and function (Barrowman 1994:5; MacSween 1995:46-7;
Richards 1993a).
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An evaluation of the spiral motifs found rarely on grooved ware, a decorative
curiosity attracting considerable debate, provide a suitable coda to this particular
biography. According to a disdainful Kinnes (1995:49-52), repudiating his
previous opinions (see Kinnes 1985:43), the presence of spiral motifs, and the
difficulties of identifying a suitable cultural source for these distinctive designs,
falsely elevated this pottery to the status of exotica in the archaeological literature
(eg. Wainwright and Longworth 1971:246). That spiral motifs occurred on other
contemporary ceramic types, for example decorated bowls, required emphasis
(Kinnes 1995:51). Similar decorative designs were variously found, for example,
in passage grave art in east central Ireland, on stone balls from north east
Scotland, and on the folkton drums from England (Wainwright and Longworth
1971:246-7; Thomas 1996b:156-59). The folly of investing these spiral motifs,
manifest in a diversity of media, occurring in widely different places, and
probably dating to differing periods, with related, even entoptic, meanings was

readily apparent (Kinnes 1995:52; pace Thomas 1991:97-8; 1996b:156-59).

A plausible interpretation, able to explain the archaeological promiscuity of these
motifs, postulated a series of disparate communities, bound by a mutual interest
in a suite of exotic material culture, the procurement and possession of which
was essential to facilitate the ritual practices necessary to confirm political
authority (see Bradley 1984:58-9). Many of the motifs on grooved ware also
occurred in supposedly liminal zones in passage graves. The presence of such
motifs on portable material culture facilitated the evocation of: ...distant and
hence mysterious persons or beings...” (Thomas 1991:97) in various, not
necessarily ritual, contexts (Thomas 1991:97-8). The fabric, tempered with shell,
and not simply the decoration of grooved ware in southern Britain also perhaps
embodied exotic connotations (Thomas 1991:101). The diversity of media on
which these images occurred suggest either a formidable symbolic potency
(Richards and Thomas 1984:192; Thomas 1996b:150), or, alternatively, the
adaptation of material culture decorated with such imagery for local purposes
(Barrowman 1994:4-5; Henshall 1985:113). Indeed, that many of the motifs on

grooved ware occurred on other material media suggests an elevated status, in
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relation to other contemporary ceramic styles, for grooved ware (Barrowman

1994:1).

2.3.2.2. A categorical biography of impressed ware

The concept of impressed ware, broadly comparable with peterborough ware in
southern Britain and sandhills ware in Ireland, collated a remarkable diversity of
otherwise unclassifiable, profusely decorated late neolithic pottery in northern
Britain (see Cowie 1993:21; Kinnes 1985:24; Longworth 1967:73-4; Henshall
1972:180; Mclnnes 1969:22, 25; Smith 1974:117). Impressed wares were
originally taken as either the typological consequence of the merger of an
external peterborough influence, from southern Britain, with local western
neolithic wares, or a clumsy attempt by local people to emulate intrusive fine
beaker wares (Mclnnes 1964:53; Mclnnes 1969:22) These interpretations
required the active participation of a foreign typological influence to explain the
distinctive characteristics of impressed wares. Certainly, in terms of fabrics,
form, and decoration, the impressed wares contrasted with preceding earlier
neolithic ceramics (Henshall 1972:180). However, with further discovery, the
traditional assumption that the stylistic incoherence of these ceramics was a
consequence of the northern degeneration of a unitary peterborough style in
southern Britain, was no longer tenable. These late neolithic decorated wares
probably derived from similarly decorated, if improperly understood, early
neolithic pottery, exemplified by the assemblage from Balbridie in north east
Scotland (Cowie 1993:17-8, 21). This argument resurrects earlier speculation on
the contribution of local early neolithic styles to the development of impressed

wares (Mclnnes 1964:53; 1969:25).

The concept of impressed ware, an unsatisfactory category of compromise (cf.
Cowie 1993:21), betrayed the inability of conventional typological analysis to
address the interpretive implications of a bewildering variety of ceramic styles.

The localised nature of these styles displayed by impressed wares frustrated
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interpretation. The uncontextualised nature of much of the pottery, derived from
coastal sand dune sites, for example Glenluce in Galloway, and Tentsmuir Sands
in Fife, further impeded interpretation (see Longworth 1967; Mclnnes 1969).
Any attempt to characterise impressed wares in Scotland was obliged to adopt a
regional perspective (cf. Cowie 1993:21). That the impressed wares identifiable
as peterborough ware in Yorkshire (Newbigin 1937:203) and Wales (Gibson
1995b:30) exhibited regional peculiarities was significant. Interestingly,
peterborough ware in southern Britain displayed a similar eclecticism of style as
impressed ware in northern Britain (see Cleal 1985:145). Indeed, the stylistic
complexity of peterborough ware was preferably interpreted on a regional, rather
than national, basis (see Sheridan 1995:15). The extent to which the traditional,
almost unimpeachable, sub-styles of peterborough ware, originally devised by
Smith (1956), namely ebbsfleet, mortlake and fengate ware, and encapsulating a
typological sequence (Cleal 1985:6, 145), obscured the regional characteristics of
the pottery identified as this ceramic type is worthy of investigation. Certainly,
none of the existing sub-styles display a regional distribution (Cleal 1985:149).

2.3.2.3. A categorical biography of fine beaker ware

2.3.2.3.1. Introduction

This Sectipn comprises, firstly, a resume of the numerous classification schemes
and adjunct interpretations advanced to explain fine beaker wares, and, secondly,
a commentary on the concept of domestic beaker assemblages. Unfortunately,
space precludes a comprehensive assessment of the issues germane to the
interpretation of beaker pottery. The priority afforded to vessel morphology in
this review is justifiable because many of the classifications examined below
privilege form over, for example, decoration (cf. Clarke 1970:3-7; Boast
1990:52-6, 60, 72-3). The categorical inventions and alterations of Thurnam
(1871), Abercromby (1912), Clark (1931), Mitchell (1934), Piggott (1962; 1963),
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Clarke (1970), Lanting and van der Waals (1972), Case (1977; 1993) and
Shepherd (1986) are explored in Section 2.3.2.3.2. below.

2.3.2.3.2. A yypology of fine beakers

Thurnam (1871) devised a classification, with three categories a, p and ¥, to
express the material variation evident in drinking cups. This classification,
derived from qualitative assessments of innate style and the temporal significance
of spatial provenance, failed to incorporate any available contextual information
or recognise the interpretive potential of stratigraphy. A typological sequence,
implicit within the Greek alphabetical labels, was discernible (Thurnam
1871:391-5). Thurnam, remarking on type y as a degeneration from type o
(1871:394), anticipated the dichotomy introduced subsequently between type 3
and types o and % (eg. Abercromby 1902:376; Clark 1931:415-6). The
methodology used by Thurnam (1871) was little different from modemn
categorical procedures (Gibson and Woods 1990:9).

Thurnam’s classification (1871), evaluated by Abercromby in successive articles
(1902; 1904), was finally superseded with the publication of Abercromby’s
comprehensive corpus (1912). Abercromby endorsed the three fundamental
beaker types identified by Thurnam (1871:391), but, considering this original
classification inadequate, developed a more elaborate version (1912:18). The
temporary currency of the additional categories, introduced to rectify the
inadequacies of the extant classification, and alleviate the difficulties incurred in
its application, was in stark contrast to the longevity of the resident types A, B
and C. The categorical renovations of Abercromby (1912:19-51), supplementing
rather than replacing the preceding typological structure, were effectively
disregarded in subsequent approaches, presumably because such typological

refurbishments were interpreted subsequently as superficial improvisations.
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The considerable cerebral argument devoted to the fundamental difference
between o and B beakers (Abercromby 1902:376) was forgotten (Abercromby
1912: passim), only to be resurrected in later research and presented as a
typological innovation (see Clark 1931:415-6; Piggott 1962:76). Yet the
important contribution of Thurnam (1871), the recognition of categories o and f3
as separate types of beaker (Abercromby 1902:376), suggested an earlier origin
for this distinction of category. Categories A, AC and C, contrasting with the
morphological form of category B, formed a coherent morphological series. The
fundamental distinction between these two essential morphologies was the nature
of the juncture between the neck and the body. This typological dichotomy was
also discernible in the arguments of Fox (1923:26), Childe (1929:200-1; 1935:82;
1940:91-2), Clark (1931:415-6), Piggott (1938:56-7; 1962:76; 1963:55) and
Gibson (1982:65; contra Gibson 1984:78). Mitchell, however, divided the C
category into types C(a) and C(b), the adjunct suffix in each case designed to
identify the antecedent typological source of the contemporary ceramic form
(1934:133-34). The advent of formal categories which transgressed the
traditional dichotomy, between B beakers and A or C beakers, represented an
attempt to clarify the typological differences upon which this division was
sustained. Such controversial alterations, although appealing to Childe (1935:82),

remained forgotten in subsequent research.

Despite a recognition of the utility of the culture concept, prior to the significant
contributions of Piggott (1962;1963), most earlier research into beakers centred
on those refinements of category and chronology analysed above (Boast
1990:54). By contrast, Piggott concentrated on the cultural characteristics, rather
than the typological credentials of beakers, in an attempt to clarify the past social
significance of these ceramics (1962; 1963). A concern with ceramics as cultural
traditions, rather than as morphological curiosities, facilitated the contraction and

consolidation of beaker types, from eleven to four categories (Boast 1990:55).

The classification, and accompanying corpus, compiled by Clarke (1970),

superseding previous classifications, and representing the apogee of a culture

58



historical evaluation of beaker pottery, was a seminal body of research (cf.
Gibson 1982:4; Boast 1990:57; Wardle 1992:37). Clarke (1970:3) contended that
an almost exclusive concern with morphology, at the expense of decoration, was
a major deficiency in preceding beaker classifications (cf. Boast 1990:55).
Consequently, decoration was utilised as a crucial typological resource and
primary determinant of prospective category (1970:35,37). Clarke favoured a
polythetic evaluation of the evidence, and the processual impetus behind his
approach was readily discernible (1970:3,6-7,8,254). Yet despite the alleged
superiority of a rigorous processualism over a haphazard culture historicism
(Clarke 1970:32), the former methodology was abandoned (contra Gibson
1982:4; Boast 1990:57), and replaced with the latter procedure, to establish the
final classification. The detailed explanation of the defunct processual
methodology contrasted markedly with the meagre commentary on the preferred
normative procedures employed to devise the actual classification. Indeed, the
criteria of selection Clarke (1970) used to construct the resultant beaker
categories remain imprecise (cf. Lanting and van der Waals 1972:23-4). Boast

suggested that the methodological tactics Clarke employed produced a

classification that:

“...simply provided a complex reshuffling of the original cards” (Boast 1990:56).

The eventual basic categorisation framework in Clarke’s corpus (1970) depended
upon the combination of nine beaker shape forms, six zone styles and four motif
groups. This generated a potential 216 beaker formats but only a select portion of
the taxonomic space available was subsequently required (Clarke 1970:37). The
resultant beaker types identified were, from a normative perspective, taken to
represent either a distinct incursion into Britain from the continent, or subsequent

insular typological development.

The continued use of Clarke’s (1970) classification, belied its failure to offer a
convincing explanation of the beaker phenomenon (cf. Harrison 1980:70). The
efficacy of the classification was relegated to the efficiency of a compendium,

where the categories exuded descriptive convenience rather than explanatory
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confidence (cf. Harrison 1980:70; Gibson and Woods 1990:15). Certainly, the
decisive criticisms, and equally plausible alternative typological sequence, of
Lanting and van der Waals (1972), ensured that the actual history of a beaker
diaspora in Clarke (1970) was quickly forgotten.

Lanting and van der Waals’ (1972) proposed a typology more able to
accommodate the regional diversity of beaker pottery in Britain (Gibson 1982:6).
Their classification was initiated with an incisive exposure of the inadequacies
and inconsistencies, particularly the diffuse spatial distribution of many beaker
types, identifiable in Clarke’s (1970) typology (Lanting and van der Waals
1972:22-34). Clarke (1970), privileging decoration over provenance during
classification, obscured stylistic continuity at a local level of analysis (Lanting
and van der Waals 1972:29). Lanting and van der Waals, recognising seven basic
typological stages in the beaker sequence in Britain, devised four regional
typologies for Wessex, East Anglia and Kent, Yorkshire and northern Britain.

The seven typological phases were fundamental to each regional sequence.

Unfortunately, this laudable regional sensitivity was little more than a superficial
facade, behind which lurked an objectified typological structure unrelated to the
contextualised regional sequences it purported to explain. In Lanting and van der
Waals’ classification, the evidence from the Wessex area is considered replete
and provides the typological template against which the other identified
sequences are compared (1972:35). The common origins of all beaker groups, the
consequence of a single phase of colonisation, was attested to in the apparently
ubiquitous presence of All-Over-Corded (AOC) material in each regional
sequence. The diversity that existed between each regional series, in terms of
morphological disparity and spatial distance, attested to the fragmentation and
diffusion of the beaker colonists after their initial incursion into Britain (Lanting

and van der Waals 1972:44),

The typological sequence devised for Wessex, employed subsequently to co-

ordinate the typological progressions of the seemingly adjunct regional
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sequences, was crucially important. Typological steps 1 to 7 were not exclusively
chronological, but also stylistic, entities, with an overall coherence at a supra-
regional level. Lanting and van der Waals (1972) effectively managed to isolate a
number of discrete typological sequences, connected through a common
typological vocabulary. They attributed their failure to establish a typology for
the north east of Scotland to provincial lethargy and northern stagnation
(1972:41). Shepherd, employing a local rather than regional scale of analysis,
attempted to develop several localised typological sequences, using Lanting and
van der Waals (1972) scheme, for the north east of Scotland (1986:25-8). This
commendable approach failed, in all cases but one, to establish satisfactory
sequences for the different localities examined (Shepherd 1986:25). The purposes
of the typological proposals advanced by Shepherd (1986), other than the
inevitable investiture of chronological significance in the beakers included,

remained obscure.

Unfortunately, the spatial extent of each regional typological sequence, the most
attractive feature of the approach espoused by Lanting and van der Waals, and
the one designed to resolve the distributional incoherence that plagued Clarke’s
(1970) scheme, are largely arbitrary. Similarly, the identical structure of the
various typological sequences remained unexplained. The failure of Lanting and
van der Waals (1972) to confront this curious coincidence represented a serious
deficiency in their argument (Harrison 1980:71). Insular development was unable
to explain this unanimous typological convergence (Wardle 1992:39). In their
attempt to discern a workable typology, applicable to vast swathes of the
archaeological record, but sensitive enough to recognise local stylistic trends in
beaker form, Lanting and van der Waals (1972) struggled to arbitrate between the
particular, as material intimacy, and the general, as material typology, for they
required a solitary explanatory mechanism with the dual capacity to isolate

regional variation, yet connect national similarities.

The rapid maturation of a radiocarbon chronology, subsequent to the formulation

of the classification of Lanting and van der Waals (1972), failed to clarify the
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typological development of beakers. Case (1977), working in reponse to this
interpretive tangle, developed a classification more able to accommodate the
empirical miasma that once again required explanation (Gibson 1982:10-11).
Case’s typology, adumbrated elsewhere in a previous commentary (Case
1976:453), was a simplification of earlier classifications proposed variously by
Piggott (1963), Clarke (1970) and Lanting and van der Waals (1972) (see Case
1977:72). Case was concerned to identify the broad categorical structure

recognised by preceding typologies:

“Thus an Early style... ..seems clearly separated from a Late style... ..while a
Middle style... ..comprising all the rest, seems to lie between them” (Case 1977:72;
emphases in original).

In this concocted typology of arbitration, the middle style becomes a residual
category of default, defined by that which it is not, neither the early nor the late
styles. Importantly, these styles articulate social differentiation, rather than
cultural identities. The typology of Case (1977) instigated a departure from a
preoccupation with internal ethnic divisions, and a movement towards social

stratification, within the organisational confines of the beaker culture.

Case argued that this classification was more suitable than preceding typologies:
“...a simple overall classification is potentially most informative...” (1977:72),
given the fragmentary nature of the extant material remains, the error inherent in
radiocarbon dates, and the inevitable ambiguity encountered in the interpretation
of material culture. An unspecified level of detail and typological control was
necessarily sacrificed to achieve a reliable interpretation (Case 1977:73). Indeed,
the allure of this classification, more suitable to the arcane nature of beaker
pottery in Britain (Boast 1990:60), was its simplicity. This classification
implicitly conceded the failure of earlier schemes to achieve their stated
aspirations. However, more complex classification schemes were considered

apposite for detailed regional analyses (Case 1977:72).
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Boast, attempting to disrupt the traditional relation between style and
classification in archaeology (1990:10-15; 25-35, 49-60, 62-4), investigated the
discursive classification of materiality, and considered categorisation dependent
on the vagaries of social discourse, rather than on innate morphology (1990:16-
24). Indeed, Boast, disputing entirely the validity of typology, demonstrated that
variation in the shape of fine beakers was negligible (1990:74-5). Statistical
assessments of morphology and decoration demonstrated that innate style,
exuding a fluid, even casual, relevance in categorisation procedures, did not

coalesce into a coherent typological sequence (Boast 1990:96).

The controversial British Museum (BM) radiocarbon assays, discussed more
fully below, prompted Case (1993) to produce a revised classification. Case
(1993) used his original beaker classification (1977) as an interpretive point of
departure, but re-labelled his early, middle and late styles as atemporal styles 1, 2
and 3 respectively (1993:243). These three styles, now purged of their
chronological significance, became stylistic entities founded upon exclusively
morphological, decorative and stratigraphic premises. Similarly, five regional
beaker groups were identified, and labelled A, B, C, D and E (Case 1993:248-
64). The stylistic components of the various groups can roughly be assessed with
reference to the three atemporal styles. Indeed, styles 1, 2 and 3, and groups A to
E, are involved in complicated, and indeed confusing, relationships. The three
styles do not combine comfortably with the regional groups. It is difficult to
understand exactly why these particular styles, derived from a different
classification, are used at all, given their incompatibility with the envisaged

groups.

The five groups developed comprise a classification, or at least conceptualisation,
of the evidence in accordance with the chronological demands of the BM dates.
Case asserted that the five groups are constructed, the constituent material
collated, to articulate regional collections, despite their often dispersed spatial
properties (1993:241). The various beaker groups, with the exception of group C,

all display a general geographical coherence and each group occupies a finite
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spatial area. However, it is unclear what these separate groups, presumably more
than descriptive entities, actually represent. At any rate, these groups are
decidedly reminiscent of traditional conceptions of archaeological cultures. The
overt and welcome presence of beaker people in the interpretations of Piggott
(1963), Clarke (1970), Lanting and van der Waals (1972) and Case (1977)
contrasted with their subdued and irksome absence in the revised interpretation
of Case (1993). The former studies were immersed in an explicit normative
terminology that the latter was obliged to find unacceptable. With the beaker no
longer the essential indication of the beaker people, the inevitable result was a

series of arcane beaker groups such as those formulated by Case (1993).

2.3.2.3.3. The interpretation of fine beakers

These various typologies discussed in this Section are characterised by an
escalation, and then retraction, of categorical complexity. The basic typological
sequence embodied in the classifications of Clarke (1970) and Lanting and van
der Waals (1972), discernible in Abercromby’s corpus (1912), was largely
unchanged (Harrison 1980:71). The marked proliferation of categories in the
classifications of Clarke (1970) and Lanting and van der Waals (1972) were
reduced in the consolidations of Case (1977; 1993), and dismissed in the critique
of Boast (1990). Indeed, the numerous episodes of immigration, embarkation,
and dispersal intimated by many of these studies require no further explanation
(see Abercromby 1912; Case 1977, 1993, Clark 1931; Clarke 1970; Lanting and
van der Waals 1972; Mitchell 1934; Piggott 1963; Thurnam 1871). Other
commentators, following the demise of culture-historical approaches, denied its
traditional cultural associations, but, unable to escape the interpretive limitations
of the beaker concept, elevated it instead to a privileged, exotic, or luxury status
(eg. Bradley 1984; Burgess and Shennan 1976; Clarke 1976; Gibson 1982; 1984,
Harrison 1974; 1977; 1980; Shennan 1978; Shepherd 1986; Thomas 1991;
Thorpe and Richards 1984; Whittle 1981). This transformation in the

archaeological conception of beakers, from markers of ethnicity to symbols
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of prestige, marking a concem to interpret pottery as a formative social resource,
rather than as an incidental reflection of cultural identities, inadvertently

perpetuated the privileged position afforded to beaker pottery.

The failure to examine critically the interpretive ramifications of the categorical
ascription that identifies beaker pottery (sic) as beaker pottery are serious indeed.
The retention of a solitary category, that of beaker, to identify beaker pottery (sic)
means the elevation of this material culture as superlative exotica is predictable,
if not entirely inevitable. The distinctive form, and pervasive distribution, of
beaker pottery, appear to confirm its exotic constitution, and prevent its
assimilation, as familiar articles of an intimate material culture, into neolithic
society (cf. Barrett 1994:90-107). Some authorities have advocated a
reassessment of the significance of the actual beaker concept (eg. Barfield 1987;
Barrett 1994; Boast 1990; Clarke 1976, Mizoguchi 1995; Whittle 1981). These
studies are exceptional in that they have identified the concept of the beaker,
rather than previous interpretations of its material form, as problematic. This has
been an inevitable development, for conventional approaches to beaker pottery
have exhausted the collective archaeological imagination. The problem inherent

in the beaker phenomenon is effectively theoretical and not material.

2.3.2.3.4. A chronology of fine beakers

An initial acceptance of the radiocarbon technique (eg. Clarke 1970:14,47),
expected to clarify and verify the favoured typologies (see Lanting and van der
Waals 1972:43; Gibson et al 1983:218; Shepherd 1986:25), culminated in a
violent rejection of the implications of the recent British Museum (BM) dates
(eg. Lanting and van der Waals 1991:69-70; Shepherd 1991:72-3). This
radiocarbon chronology, rejecting not simply the veracity of the existing
typologies, but questioning the universal applicability of the typological method
itself (see Ambers at al 1992:926-7; Kinnes et al 1991:38-9), failed to distinguish
between any of the recognisable beaker types, something presaged by Cleal
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(1985:78). The BM results would have received a more hospitable welcome from
the archaeological establishment if the dates had contrived a typology, any
typology, rather than a contemporaneity of styles and no typology at all.®
Interestingly, the BM dates extended the currency of beaker pottery in Britain,
truncated in the stunted estimates of traditional archaeological practices (cf.
Clarke 1970:105; Mercer 1977a:2; Harrison 1980:7,71; Boast 1990:94), from
some 200 calendar years (eg. Abercromby 1904:349) to around 800 calendar
years (see Kinnes et al. 1991:39). The radiocarbon dates suggested that material

style did not necessarily betray chronological difference.

Only the classifications of Lanting and van der Waals (1972) and Case (1977)
remain in current use as viable and plausible typologies. Gibson considered the
former the most suitable (1982:11), and, despite the contrary and inimical
chronology suggested by the BM radiocarbon dates, Lanting and van der Waals
remained adamant of the efficacy and veracity of their own typology (1991:70).
Yet Boast considered these typologies to utilise extremes of morphology and
decoration (1990:60,72-5). Indeed, the treatment of shape .in all such
classifications emphasised the outlandish and the extravagant, because the
consistency of the morphology of fine beakers was unique to such pottery in
Britain (Boast 1990:73). Despite the conclusions, inimical to typology, of
research on category (Boast 1990) and chronology (Kinnes et al. 1991), the
discard of the typological method is unlikely.

2.3.2.4. A categorical biography of coarse beakers

2.3.2.4.1. Introduction

The inability of successive evaluations of fine beakers to resolve the illusory
beaker problem encourages an investigation of domestic pottery. The failure to
recognise that the beaker concept, enshrined in the archaeological record as

beaker pottery, is an interpretive, not empirical, fabrication, creates innumerable
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problems germane to the interpretation of domestic assemblages. Unfortunately,
space precludes a full review of the evidence for domestic beaker assemblages
(see Bamford 1982; Gibson 1982). Instead, a selection of issues germane to the

study of domestic beaker assemblages is discussed below.

2.3.2.4.2. The diversity and ambiguity of domestic beaker assemblages

The traditional interpretation of beakers in culture history, as the residual ceramic
emblems of a defunct cultural identity, presupposed the existence of domestic
assemblages (Gibson 1984:78). The expectation of domestic assemblages
preceded their actual discovery in the archaeological record. Early treatments of
fine beaker wares, for example Thurnam (1871:338) and Abercromby (1912:41-
2), anticipated the existence of a domestic equivalent. The gradual accumulation
of coarse pottery, either associated with, or similar in appearance to, fine beakers,
apparently confirmed the previously hypothetical concept of a domestic

assemblage.

The identification of beaker settlement evidence was essential to a successful
resolution of the beaker problem (Bamford 1982:55; Barfield 1977:33; Burgess
and  Shennan  1976:322; Clarke 1970:35,57; 1976:472; Harrison
1977:14;1980:102; Whittle 1981:306). An essential prerequisite for a successful
classification of beakers was the complete comprehension of the typological and
cultural significance of the domestic beaker pottery (Clarke 1970:7, 35;
1976:472; Burgess and Shennan 1976:322; Whittle 1981:306). Essentially, the
domestic evidence was portrayed as the final arbiter of the validity of a putative

beaker ethnicity (Whittle 1981:306).

The demise of normative explanation induced certain irresolvable interpretive
difficulties. The predictable redefinition of beaker domestic sites as domestic
sites with beakers (eg. Burgess and Shennan 1976:321; Whittle 1981:312;
Gibson 1982:1; cf. Cleal 1985:51) did nothing to resolve the detrimental
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interpretive repercussions inherited from a defunct culture historicism. This
approach failed to further inform upon the significance of fine beakers, the
stylistic characteristics of obscure coarse pottery, or the relations between them,
in these assemblages. The arcane concept of a beaker quality remained
undefined, if not undefiled, in recent interpretations of domestic beaker pottery.
Subsequent archaeological research attempted to resolve the difficulties the

notion of a domestic site with a beaker presence incurred.

The beaker domestic assemblage, as a comprehensive inventory of utilitarian
ceramics, remained supposition rather than actuality. Instances of pure (sic)
domestic assemblages in the archaeological record were a rarity (Gibson
1982:74, 92; 1984:91). However, the normative postulate that is the domestic
assemblage retained a putative existence and hypothetical coherence in the
absence of evidence to the contrary (Gibson 1982:66). There was still a general
consensus that the beakers deposited in ritual and mortuary contexts sustained a
domestic equivalent in settlement contexts (Whittle 1981:306; Gibson 1984:78).
The intractable diversity and ambiguity of ceramic styles within the domestic
assemblage, often considered its distinctive characteristics, were as much a
consequence of methodological obstinacy as empirical complexity. Diversity

promoted ambiguity.

The occurrence of fine beakers facilitated the prognosis of a particular site as a
nexus of beaker contexts (eg. Clarke 1976:461). The purpose of research became
the typological assimilation of the remaining ceramics in domestic assemblages,
with little requirement for further elucidation, as beaker forms adjunct to the
indubitable fine wares. The fineware evidence cohered and consolidated as it
suffused through the unknown and the unknowable of any given domestic
assemblage. The categorical relation between fine beakers and putative domestic
beakers was affirmed by their contextual, rather than stylistic, proximity. The
suffusion of an entire assemblage with an exclusive beaker status was a rather
presumptuous and dangerous interpretive exercise (Whittle 1981:312). The

potential for an unscrupulous dismissal of the entire coarse ware component of an
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assemblage as domestic beaker pottery was immediately apparent (Burgess and
Shennan 1976:320; Whittle 1981:312; Cleal 1985:51). At any rate, the relation
between beaker and other ceramic styles recurrent in contextual association
remained obscure (Gibson (1982:71; 1984:74; Cleal 1985:51). A considerable
amount of the domestic material is insufficiently known as a consequence

(Burgess and Shennan 1976:320; Clarke 1970:3; Whittle 1981:315).

A myriad diversity of styles, reminiscent of familiar neolithic and beaker forms,
but realised in different fabrics, shapes or contexts, occurred in domestic
assemblages (Burgess and Shennan 1976:320-1; Whittle 1981:312; Gibson
1982:66, Table 1:67; Cleal 1985:307). This diversity of styles and contexts,
which frustrated attempts at synthesis, and demonstrated the variability of
domestic assemblages, was a consequence of local variation (Clarke 1976:461;
Gibson 1982:47,71-4; Bamford 1982:54). These jocular permutations of category
were impossible to articulate adequately with the typological vocabulary
available in contemporary archaeological practice. The domestic material
remained a categorical perplexity of incongruous styles. Burgess and Shennan

summarised the situation in a succinct resume:

“..these are indigenous domestic assemblages in which Beaker is only one
element, often not the largest, although it may be the most attractive and at present
is certainly the most easily recognisable” (Burgess and Shennan 1976:321).

The inability to discern or develop a satisfactory typological structure in these
ceramics encouraged functional classifications instead (eg. Clarke 1976: 462 ff.;
Gibson 1982:71-4). These uncertainties of style threatened the clarity, and
tarnished the integrity, of the beaker concept. The coarse pottery in these putative
beaker domestic assemblages demanded, and simultaneously denied, a

clarification of the beaker concept.
The failure of archaeological analyses to articulate the stylistic complexities of

the domestic evidence indicated the inadequacy of conventional interpretive

approaches to these assemblages. It was no surprise that attempts to analyse
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domestic assemblages proved unsuccessful (Lawson 1982:3). The endemic
failure of the attempts of Clark (1936), Robertson-MacKay (1961), Gibson
(1982) and Bamford (1982) to formulate a satisfactory classification of material
from domestic sites, effectively threatened the fundamental assumption that fine
beakers and coarse beakers are related facets of the same cultural phenomenon.
Despite the publication of substantial corpora of domestic beaker ceramics
(Bamford 1982; Gibson 1982), no typological sequence or classification of this
material exists, an indication of the categorical confusion encountered in its
archaeological evaluation. The limited attempts at classification of this material,
successful in isolating certain traits, ultimately failed to develop a comprehensive
categorical structure. One notable attempt to portray the categorical intricacies of
the archetypal domestic assemblage culminated in a typological melee of some

complexity (see Gibson 1982, Figure 26:341).

2.3.2.4.3. A functional classification of coarse beakers

The typological credentials of the coarse pottery in domestic assemblages were
not simply unknown, but unknowable. These coarse wares embodied styles not
anticipated by, and irreconcilable with, the established categorical structure of
neolithic and early bronze age pottery. Gibson conceded that domestic

assemblages contain:

“..a wealth of ‘unclassifiable’ pottery representing the ‘grey areas’ between
established pottery types and the potter’s individuality” (Gibson 1982:85;
emphases added).

Function replaced ethnicity as the fundamental armature that prevented the
dissolution of the concept of the domestic assemblage (cf. Clarke 1970:276;
Cleal 1985:305-6). Moreover, a functional caricature, able to explain and
consolidate such variations of ceramic style, confirmed the utilitarian design of

these domicile contexts.
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Clarke introduced finewares, everyday wares and course wares as the three basic

categories of beaker domestic pottery in a functional classification:

“It seems fairly certain that these three classes of beaker ware reflect functional
divisions and duties, apparently a prestige ware, a general duty ware, and a heavy

duty ware. ...The beaker domestic assemblage presents, as one would expect, a
variety of wares and fabrics to be used for a variety of purposes” (Clarke
1970:258).

He further developed this rudimentary classification to provide a more detailed

interpretation of domestic assemblages:

“Most peasant pottery assemblages from the earliest times onwards embrace a
crudely hierarchical range of wares - fine wares, everyday wares and heavyduty
wares... .. The fine ware, often of thin, carefully prepared and well-fired first
quality clays, is usually elaborately shaped and bumished, and frequently lavishly
decorated, encrusted or painted. ...These are the fine vessels frequently selected
for burial with individuals... ...The everyday wares are usually less elaborate and
more closely related to the short-lifetime duties of cooking and food preparation...
...The heavyduty wares are usually related to large storage vessels, beer brewing
pots, durable vessels for special processes and so forth.” (Clarke 1976:462-64,
Figure 2:464).

The finewares, as prestige wares, demonstrated political position and confirmed
social eminence (Clarke 1976:462). The social significance of these finewares

usurped any envisaged utilitarian role (Clarke 1976:462, 471).

That the functional classification of Clarke (1970:258; 1976:462-64) was a
severe simpliﬁéation of the diversity apparent in domestic assemblages was
indubitable. Attempts to further develop this basic categorisation, to produce
functional schemes of greater complexity (eg. Cleal 1985:47, 294-303; Gibson
1982:71-4, 92, Figure 26:341), failed to recognise that this classification was
designed to facilitate a processual approach to interpretation, rather than simply
emulate the functional intricacies of domestic assemblages. Certainly, Clarke
recognised that such a hypothetical model: “...will always be too generalised for
many real situations” (Clarke 1976:465), as Gibson demonstrated (1984:95).
Unsurprisingly, given the diversity and ambiguity of the domestic assemblages,
attempts to apply critically this classification were largely unsuccessful (see Cleal

1985:294-303; Gibson 1982: Figure 26:341). Yet these functional categories did
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manage to circumscribe, if not characterise, the utilitarian diversity of the
domestic assemblages. The broad functional remit of Clarke’s classification,
encompassing a range of pottery able to fulfil a panoply of functions, alluded to
the desire for a replete functional repertoire in a domestic beaker assemblage (eg.

Whittle 1981:312; Gibson 1982:71-4, 92; Cleal 1985:47, 294).

2.3.2.4.4. The impossibility of a typology of coarse beakers

The following biography of domestic pottery is intended to demonstrate the
general failure of successive archaeological attempts at categorisation of this
arcane ceramic resource. A classification of domestic assemblages relies almost
exclusively on decoration, rather than morphology, due to their predominantly
fragmentary condition. Indeed, much of the commentary below concentrates on
rusticated pottery from southern Britain, and neglects to mention the substantial
quantity of non-rusticated coarse pottery also worthy of consideration. This
imbalance reflects the effectively unclassifiable nature of much of this coarse
pottery. The stylistic categories identified below are largely unrelated to the

functional types discussed previously in Section 2.3.2.4.3.

Repeated attempts at the classification of the distinctive techniques and motifs of
rustication demonstrated the tenacity of the assumption that such decoration must
somehow embody a fecund typological potential (eg. Robertson-MacKay
1961:101). These intimations towards the typological are notable for their failure
to discern a coherent categorical structure or develop a comprehensive
interpretation of the material. The apparent inadequacies of these different
categorical formulations are attributable to the diverse nature of the material,
which torments the inclusive tendencies of any typological method. The various
attempts at the classification of rusticated beaker pottery, namely those of Clark
(1936), Robertson-Mackay (1961), Clarke (1970; 1976), Gibson (1982), and
Bamford (1982), are assessed briefly below.

72



Clark developed a tentative classification of rusticated coarse ware from
Arminghall, in East Anglia, and elsewhere in south east Britain (1936:19-20).
Clark (1936:19-20), distinguishing three discrete categories, arminghall ware,
holdenhurst ware and somersham ware, classified on the basis of decorative
motif and structure (cf. Bamford 1982:60), failed to recognise the rusticated
material as beaker domestic ware (Cleal 1985:55-6), although an association with
fine beakers was recognised. Inevitably, this provisional classification, developed
despite the paucity of available evidence and constructed with a complete
disregard for the significance of depositional context (Bamford 1982:60), was

interpreted as erroneous in retrospect.

Robertson-Mackay argued that this classification, ambiguous in terms of the
categorical affinities of certain decorative techniques and structures, was
inadequate. He attempted a more comprehensive classification, incorporating a
diversity of material unavailable to Clark (1936), and recognised eleven separate
rusticated techniques or designs (1961:101-3, figure 7:103). This classification
was effectively a forlorn attempt to encapsulate the decorative complexities of
rustication. Robertson-Mackay neglected to explain the interpretivé significance
of the resultant categories. The absence of an interpretation to accompany or
justify these categories ensured that the classification was superseded as further

examples of rustication accumulated.

Clarke (1970:43,258) developed two general classifications, one functional, and
the other decorative, of domestic beakers. These separate classifications
encapsulated the decorative and functional aspects of the prototypical beaker
domestic assemblage. The relation between the decorative and functional
classifications remained ambiguous. Only the functional scheme was further
developed (Clarke 1976:462-65), after the initial formulation of these separate
classifications (Clarke 1970:258). Details of the functional classification,
reviewed previously in Section 2.3.2.4.3., are omitted in the following
discussion. The decorative classification comprised undecorated beakers, non-

plastic rusticated wares and plastic rusticated wares, as the: “...three classes of
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beaker ware found in the accompanying domestic assemblages” (Clarke
1970:43). Clarke co-ordinated an assessment of the domestic pottery with
reference to his fine beaker categories (1970: passim). Each fineware category
retained, as a corollary of the putative ethnic significance of these types, an
adjunct repertoire of domestic wares (Clarke 1970:15). The recurrent contextual
association of fineware beakers and rusticated course wares demonstrated the
dual categorical structure of domestic assemblages in northern Europe (Clarke
1970:58, 60). This approach recalled that of ApSimon (1961:109,112), who
correlated rusticated wares with fineware beakers, to identify equivalent
categories in each tradition (Bamford 1982:60). The provisional classification of
domestic assemblages was consigned to irrelevance as a corollary of the
unanimous rejection of Clarke’s (1970) fine ware beaker typology. Indeed, many
of the domestic assemblages predicated on Clarke’s (1970) defunct fine beaker
classification containing the same coarse pottery, were indistinguishable (Gibson

1982:69-71).

Bamford, continuing the established typological focus on the intricacies of
decoration (1982. passim), used the fine ware categories of Clarke (1970) to co-
ordinate her review of rusticated wares in southern Britain (Bamford 1982:60-6).
The resultant classification represented a provisional cultural and chronological
scheme for domestic pottery. No attempt was made to collate, and develop a
synthesis of, the identifiable pottery types. As a consequence, a critical
assessment, or even a simple identification, of the constituent categories and

overall structure of this tentative typology proved impossible.

Rustication, as a decorative technique not affiliated with any specific ceramic
tradition (cf. Bamford 1982:59-60), was an ineffectual criterion to employ in a
classification that purported to categorise coarse beaker pottery. Some form of
rustication is manifest on grooved ware, impressed wares, the fengate and
mortlake styles of peterborough ware, as well as the course wares interpreted as
domestic beakers (Bamford 1982:78-83; cf. Gibson 1982:62, 75). Similarly,

rusticated wares occur in contextual association with, for example, grooved ware
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and peterborough ware (Gibson 1982:66). Notably, peterborough ware and
rusticated wares were often indistinguishable (Gibson 1982:66, 75). Clarke,
interpreting rusticated beakers as a typological integration of intrusive fineware
beakers and certain indigenous peterborough ware traditions (1970:88),
envisaged fluid stylistic interaction between a domestic beaker pottery and other

contemporary ceramics (1970:215).

These aforementioned classifications of coarse pottery remained obscure because
the exact interpretive significance of the resultant categories was difficult to
ascertain. The different typologies of fineware beakers, now emasculated of any
cultural or chronological vitality, continue to enjoy an enviable interpretive
salience as categories of descriptive convenience. Contrastingly, the various
classifications of coarse, especially rusticated, pottery, are unable even to devise
categories of descriptive utility, and languish instead in the torpor of typological
inanity. These classifications, a testament to the failure of typological method,
nurture a vaudeville band of categorical curiosities, rather than a coherent battery
of incisive conceptual entities. That these schemes are difficult to apply in
practice reflects both the diversity of the empirical evidence and the imprecision
of the constituent categories. Many ceramic reports on coarse pottery from

alleged domestic sites contain site specific classifications (eg. Bradley 1970).

The above biography of coarse pottery from domestic assemblages is a rather
meagre and unsatisfactory affair. The local variability and diversity of ceramic
styles, the fragmentary condition of the pottery, the disturbed or residual nature
of depositional contexts, and a paucity of stratigraphy, are all typical of domestic
assemblages, and all conspire against a traditional archaeological attempt to
develop an abstract typology of regional, preferably national, applicability. An
alternative approach to these assemblages is necessary. Such is the diversity, and
probably the complexity, of the material that only a detailed study of specific
assemblages within a regional setting is likely to elucidate successfully the

categorical structure and typological relations of the pottery.
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2.4. Unstan ware and grooved ware in northern Scotland

The intriguing relation between unstan ware and grooved ware in Orkney
provided much room for typological speculation (cf. Hunter and MacSween
1991:911). The mutual exclusivity of context displayed by these ceramic styles
in Orkney conformed to the empirical expectations of culture history. The origins
of grooved ware, and the nature of its relations with unstan ware locally, and
indeed with grooved ware nationally, remained obscure (Ritchie, J.N.G.
1985:130). Such ambiguity did not preclude the development of arguments in
which grooved ware and unstan ware, the significance of which is assumed,
played a crucial role (MacSween 1992:259). A chronological disparity, in which
grooved ware superseded unstan ware, or a cultural divergence, in which these
ceramic styles represented separate communities, was usually invoked to explain
the evidence (see Renfrew 1979:205-7). Many archaeologists, seemingly
oblivious to alternative theoretical approaches, continued to pursue a traditional
interpretation of the evidence (eg. Davidson and Henshall 1989; Renfrew 1979;
Ritchie, A. 1985:50-51) This intransigence was justifiable, for a normative
interpretation is certainly plausible, given the nature of the archaeology (eg.
Clarke, D.V. 1983; Davidson and Henshall 1989; Renfrew 1979; Ritchie, A.
1985). The following commentary investigates aspects of the nature of the
relations between unstan ware and grooved ware germane to their categorical

integrity.

The distinction between grooved ware and unstan ware, intrinsic to the ceramic
assemblages, and apparently vindicated by divergent depositional contexts, was
less absolute than is commonly supposed. Confusion between unstan ware and
grooved ware sometimes occurred in terms of fabric composition, ceramic style,
non-ceramic artefactual associations, and chronology. Instances of such
occurrences, effectively intimations towards categorical ambiguity, are

mentioned successively below.
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A coarse fabric was initially considered typical, if not diagnostic, of grooved
ware because such fabrics tended to dominate grooved ware assemblages in
Orkney. A close inspection revealed that grooved ware was also manifest in fine
fabrics in several assemblages from Orkney and elsewhere (Henshall and Mercer
1981:129). Notably, fabrics of grooved ware and unstan ware were, in some
instances, indistinguishable. Grooved ware was manifest in fine or corky fabrics
reminiscent of unstan ware in the assemblages from Skara Brae, Rinyo, and
Stenness (Davidson and Henshall 1989:80; Clarke, D.V. 1983:49-51; Henshall
1985:110; Henshall and Savory 1976:23). Indeed, the unstan ware at Rinyo,
identified largely on the basis of fabric (see Childe and Grant 1947:36-8), Was,
given the diversity of fabrics in which grooved ware was manifest at Skara Brae
and Quanterness, equally interpretable as grooved ware (Henshall 1979:75, 77-8;
cf. Clarke, D.V. 1983:49). There was no relation discernible between fabric and
vessel style in the supposedly unstan ware assemblage from Knap of Howar
(Ritchie, A. 1985:49). Notably, there was a continuity of fabric composition
between unstan ware and grooved ware at Pool (see Hunter and MacSween
1991:912-13; MacSween 1992:261-63). The increasing diversity of grooved
ware and unstan ware fabrics indicated that there was not necessarily a reliable
correlation between fabric composition and ceramic category (Henshall
1983b:73). This diversity of fabric and style was unsurprising, given the local
manufacture of ceramics confirmed by several fabric analyses (eg. MacSween
1992:261, 269; Williams 1983b:90; pace Williams 1983a:48) and excavation at
Barnhouse on Mainland (Barrowman 1994:10, Figure 3.2:11; Richards 1993a:
passim). Such variability in grooved ware fabrics was not restricted to Orkney.
An equally diverse array of fabrics were identifiable in the grooved ware
assemblage from, for example, Balfarg henge in Fife (Henshall and Mercer

1981:129).

There were several examples of stylistic aberrance in both grooved ware and
unstan ware assemblages in Orkney. Examples of vessels with flat bases or
applied decoration, traits typical of grooved ware, occurred in various:

predominantly unstan ware assemblages. A flat based vessel, possibly similar to
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the baggy grooved ware from Pool (MacSween 1992:263), was represented by a
solitary sherd at Isbister (Davidson and Henshall 1989:77; Henshall 1983:40),
which Henshall interpreted as grooved ware (1983:43). Similarly, the lower part
of a flat based vessel was apparently recovered from Unstan (Davidson and
Henshall 1989:77). Cordons, rustication, and flat bases, stylistic features typical
of grooved ware, were discernible in the assemblage from Knap of Howar
(Davidson and Henshall 1989:77;, Henshall 1985:110; Henshall 1983b:72-3;
MacSween 1992:264). Henshall conceded that the upper parts of various bowls
from Knap of Howar would probably have been interpreted as grooved ware if
found elsewhere (1983b:73). Similarly, a cursory description of the assemblége
from Bookan inferred that one or more vessels, now lost, were grooved ware
(Davidson and Henshall 1989:77-8). Conversely, vessels with round bases, a trait
typical of unstan ware, formed a minor component in the grooved ware
assemblages from Rinyo and Skara Brae (Clarke 1983:48-9, Figure 8:47;
Henshall 1985:110). Notably, D.V. Clarke, arguing against the unity of the
concept of unstan ware in a preparatory statement, claimed that the round based
bowls from Rinyo were not unstan ware, but round based grooved ware (Clarke,
D.V. 1983:49, 51, 54-5). The contortions of definition and style necessary to
identify these idiosyncratic grooved ware vessels were ostensive (cf. Richards
1993a:171). The purpose of such casuistry, which guaranteed the typological
pedigree of the grooved ware assemblage from Rinyo, yet simultaneously
demanded the typological corruption of many exclusively unstan ware
assemblages, remained obscure. Admittedly, the bowls from Rinyo were not
classic (sic) unstan bowls, but they were readily paralleled in the unstan ware
assemblages from various chambered cairns elsewhere in Orkney (Davidson and
Henshall 1989:65). These round based grooved ware bowls, little more than a
speculative categorical curiosity (Clarke, D.V. 1983:49, 51, 54), all from various
chambered cairns in Caithness and Orkney, were more readily interpreted as
unstan ware. However, the peculiar styles of certain vessels in many unstan ware
assemblages were seldom satisfactorily explained using exclusively a restricted

definition of unstan ware (Henshall 1983b:73).
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The non-ceramic artefactual associations of grooved ware and unstan ware failed
to clarify the cultural distinction intimated by the pottery. There were no
discernible differences between many of the objects associated with either of
these two types of ceramic (Davidson and Henshall 1989:78; pace Clarke
1983:53-4; pace Ritchie, A. 1985:52). Numerous artefacts more usually affiliated
with grooved ware, for example allegedly exotic lithic items, occurred within
chambered cairns containing unstan ware (see Clarke 1983:54; Davidson and
Henshall 1989:78-9; Henshall 1985:110). Similarly, certain non-ceramic artefacts
from Quanterness, a chambered cairn containing a grooved ware assemblage,
were known from the Knap of Howar, a settlement site containing an unstan Ware

assemblage (Davidson and Henshall 1989:82, 90).

The radiocarbon chronology, whilst suggesting unstan ware and grooved ware
are partially coeval, is currently unable to clarify the relation between the two
styles (Clarke, D.V. 1983:51-3; Kinnes 1985:23; MacSween 1992:268). The
ceramic sequence established at Rinyo, in which unstan ware allegedly precedes
grooved ware, is more supposition than reality (Clarke 1983:48, 55; Henshall
1985:110-11; MacSween 1992:265). However, the veracity of such a sequence is
demonstrated at Pool on Sanday (Hunter and MacSween 1991:912-3; MacSween
1992:261-63). The meagre evidence to inform upon the relation between grooved
ware and unstan ware at chambered cairns in Orkney suggests successive
episodes of activity at various sites involving, initially, unstan ware and then,
finally, artefacts frequently associated with grooved ware (Davidson and
Henshall 1989:90,94; Henshall 1985:110). It is, despite the confused nature of
the stratigraphy at many of these sites, particularly the chambered cairns, not
always possible to dismiss these potential associations with reference to separate

episodes of depositional activity, using successive ceramic styles.

Admittedly, examples of categorical confusion involving fabric, innate style,
non-ceramic artefactual associations, and chronology, whilst identifying some
degree of ambiguity in the criteria of classification of unstan ware and grooved

ware, remain something of an empirical rarity. Yet attempts to derive grooved
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ware from unstan ware focus on such uncertainty. The radical morphological and
decorative differences between these styles, the demonstrable contemporaneity of
both styles, and the national distribution of the former style, contrasting with the
regional distribution of the latter style, represent insurmountable objections to
this envisaged typological development (Henshall 1985:110; Ritchie, A.
1985:52).

Essentially, any attempt to discern the typological ancestry of grooved ware in
unstan ware is likely to be unsatisfactory (eg. Burgess 1980:41). Yet the desire to
establish the stylistic connection between these two ceramic categories in Orkney
is particularly strong, because, according to the radiocarbon chronology, the
earliest examples of grooved ware occur in the region (MacSween 1992:268). An
explanation of grooved ware in northern Scotland is obliged to account for the
invention, and not simply the introduction, as is the case in southern Britain, of
this ceramic style (eg. Bradley 1984; Thomas 1991). However, the transition
from round based vessels to flat based vessels with a baggy profile, all in the
same fabric, at Pool on Sanday, allegedly suggests some degree of stylistic and
technological continuity between unstan ware and grooved ware (see Hunter and
MacSween 1991:912-3; MacSween 1992:261-63). Yet such continuity, which
remains controversial, fails to explain the reasons behind the transition (see
MacSween 1992:269). There is, in attempts to discern a nascent grooved ware in
a moribund unstan ware, no reason to suppose that the motivations behind the
transition from éne to the other translate directly into tangible differences in
ceramic style. If the typological ancestry of grooved ware lies in unstan ware, it
is entirely possible that this categorical inheritance is untraceable in purely
(conventional) stylistic terms. In this respect, the attempts by MacSween (Hunter
and MacSween 1991; MacSween 1992; 1995) to identify stylistic continuity to
accompany the technological and, presumably, cultural continuity established at
Pool on Sanday is instructive. Essentially, in this instance, the pursuit of more
persuasive evidence of stylistic continuity between unstan ware and grooved
ware, representative of cultural continuity, is superfluous because this cultural

progression was already established. The inveterate desire for a discernible
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stylistic progression is understandable, because traditional archaeological
commentary on culture change depends upon concomitant, and representative,

alterations in material culture.

2.5. Neolithic and early bronze age pottery in the Western Isles

The following review of early and late neolithic assemblages, and the ceramic
styles they contain, from the Western Isles affords an empirical familiarity with
the pottery dealt with in more detail in chapters five through eight. Such a resume
is inevitably written in the terminology of conventional archaeological
classification. Yet across much of Scotland, the absence of large assemblages
with a secure chronology, and the prevalence of such assemblages from
chambered cairns, ensures that the interpretive reliability, even veracity, of these
traditional ceramic types is questionable (Sharples 1981:39). Strangely, the
substantial size of many assemblages in the Western Isles, further obscures,
rather than clarifies, outstanding typological issues. Presumably, this is because
numerous vessels, probably the majority in many assemblages, are not
immediately identifiable as belonging to a specific style. Many ceramic
categories, particularly hebridean ware, are unsatisfactory, because they serve
only to conceal this stylistic variability. Importantly, the characteristics of
ceramic assemblages in the Western Isles differ radically from those of the
Northern Isles during the neolithic and early bronze age (Armit 1996:4). At any
rate, a detailed characterisation of each assemblage, of the sort attempted in this
research, is a necessary prerequisite of any comparative study, between discrete

assemblages, and the particular styles they variously contain.

2.5.1. Early neolithic ceramic styles in the Western Isles

The stylistic and contextual similarities between the various assemblages that
contain early neolithic pottery, in the Western Isles are obvious. Yet the extent of

these similarities, whether they are merely superficial, or comprise something
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more substantial, remains unclear. The consistent morphological form and
abstract geometrical decoration lend much of the pottery a highly stylised
appearance. There is a conformity, even uniformity, of style to the traditional
ceramic categories, for example hebridean or unstan ware, that encourages falsely
an uncritical comparison of the assemblages in which they occur. At any rate, the
following review of early neolithic styles makes tangible the theoretical and

interpretive issues introduced in Section 2.3.1. above.’

2.5.1.1. Western neolithic ware in the Western Isles

Originally, the western neolithic ancestry of many assemblages in the Western
Isles was readily asserted. For example, the hemispherical cups and uncarinated,
frequently lugged, bowls, from Unival, Clettraval, and Eilean an Tighe, allegedly
displayed a typological heritage in a south western (or hembury) style (Henshall
1972:166-67; Piggott 1931:107). The derivative nature of these assemblages was
manifest, for western neolithic pottery was allegedly introduced into northern and
western Scotland by a maritime colonisation from southern Britain and,
ultimately, Europe (eg. Childe 1931:55; Piggott 1931:87; Scott 1951b:51). More
recent interpretations have focused on fine, undecorated carinated bowls, and
other undecorated, uncarinated bowls, from the Western Isles, in an attempt to
establish the relation between these largely ubiquitous styles and the more arcane

hebridean wares (eg. Gibson 1995a:104, Figures 4.29-4.31:101-03).

There are, according to Herne (1988:21), no carinated bowl assemblages from
northern or western Scotland, with the exception of the fragmentary assemblages
from beneath the chambered cairns at Camster Long and Tulloch of Assery B,
and possibly the largely misplaced assemblages from, for example, Ormiegill
North and Camster Round, in Caithness (Davidson and Henshall 1991:69-75;
Henshall 1963:263-66, 284-85). Indeed, fine carinated ‘bowls are sparsely
represented at Allt Chrisal on Barra (Gibson 1995a:104, Figure 4.29:101), at
Bharpa Langass on North Uist (Henshall 1972:170, 310, 502), and, more
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tenuously, at Callanais in Lewis (Henshall nd.:1). Yet coarse carinated bowls
occur at Rubha an Udail Site 6 and at the Berneray Causeway in North Uist, and,
of course, at Allt Chrisal in Barra (Gibson 1995a, Figures 4.29-4.31:101-03).
Undecorated, uncarinated bowls occur at Eilean an Tighe, Eilean Domhnuill a
Spionnaidh, Berneray Causeway, Unival, Clettraval, and Geirisclett on North
Uist, at Northton on Harris (Armit 1993:372; Brown nd.; Henshall 1972: passim;
Kinnes 1985:45; Simpson 1976:221-2; Scott 1951a:13-4, Figure 5:15), at Allt
Chrisal on Barra (Gibson 1995a:100, Figures 4.29-4.31:101-03), and at Callanais
in Lewis (Henshall nd.).

The tendency to identify stylistic features, in undecorated neolithic pottery from
the Western Isles, comparable to largely undecorated, fine carinated early
neolithic bowls from elsewhere probably obscures more than it reveals.
Essentially, there is a considerable quantity of undecorated pottery, occurring in
both carinated and uncarinated forms, frequently embellished with lugs, manifest
in varying degrees of coarseness, in the Western Isles during the neolithic (see
Figures 2.1-2.12). It is readily apparent that this particular ceramic tradition,
comprising a diverse array of vessels collated on the basis of a negative criterion,
that of no decoration, holds little or no resemblance to the fine, undecorated
carinated bowls allegedly typical of the early neolithic in mainland Britain.
Indeed, the presence of such fine carinated bowls in the Western Isles, albeit in
meagre quantities, adds credence to the suggestion that the eclectic, if
undecorated, series of vessels under discussion, represent a distinct regional
ceramic style (cf. Brown nd.). Comparison of this style with fine carinated bowls
from elsewhere, north east Scotland for example, an area where regionalisation in
fine carinated bowl assemblages is explicitly recognised, or attempts to explain
the stylistic vagaries of the undecorated wares from the Western Isles as a
consequence of a later chronology, are unnecessary (pace Gibson 1995a:104).

Indeed, if a categorical amnesty is declared against the typological strictures
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U13

C41

Figure 2.1.: undecorated cups from chambered cairns

Ul13 is vessel 1 from Unival (after Henshall 1972:309); C41 is vessel 16 from Clettraval
(ibid:308); no 1 is vessel 3 from Bickers Houses (ibid:306)
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Figure 2.2.: undecorated pottery from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.3.: undecorated pottery from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.4.: undecorated pottery from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.5.: undecorated pottery from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.6.: undecorated pottery from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist

89




Figure 2.7.: lugged bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel 1 from Torlin (after Henshall 1972:304); no. 2 is vessel 2 from Clachaig
(ibid:305); no. 3 is vessel 6 from Beacharra (ibid:302).
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Figure 2.8: undecorated bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel 4 from Beacharra (after Henshall 1972:302); no. 2 is vessel 2 from Blckers
Houses (ibid:306); no 3 is vessel 4 from Bickers Houses (ibid:306).
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Figure 2.9.: undecorated bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel 4 from Glenvoidean (after Henshall 1972:306); C50 is vessel 2 from Clettraval
(ibid:308).
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Figure 2.10.: bipartite bowls from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figures 4.29-4.31:101-03, Figure 4.33:106; no. 1 is vessel 2; no. 2 is vessel
56; no. 3 is vessel 27; no. 4 is vessel 87; no. 5 is vessel 95)
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Figure 2.11.: undecorated pottery from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figures 4.29-4.30:101-02; no. 1 is vessel 6; no. 2 is vessel 28; no. 3 is
vessel 32; no. 4 is vessel 33; no. 5 is vessel 34)
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Figure 2.12.: undecorated pottery from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.31:103; no. 1 is vessel 51; no. 2 is vessel 42; no. 3 is vessel 62; no.
4 is vessel 41; no. 5 is vessel 35; no. 6 is vessel 57)
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imposed by the dichotomy of decoration against no decoration, either flanged
bowls (see Section 2.5.1.4.) or unstan bowls (see Section 2.5.1.5.), both profusely
decorated, offer more satisfactory parallels to the undecorated fine carinated

bowls archetypal of the early neolithic in mainland Britain.

2.5.1.2. Beacharra ware in the Western Isles

Beacharra bowls, or vessels revealing a beacharra ancestry, occur in the
assemblages from Clettraval, Unival and Eilean Domhnuill a Spionnaidh (see
Brown nd.; Henshall 1972:150; Scott, J.G. 1964:155; Smith 1974:116). The
stylistic similarities, and differences between prototypical beacharra bowls and
the allegedly derivative hebridean styles are readily identifiable in Figures 2.13
and 2.14.

2.5.1.3.. Achnacree ware in the Western Isles

The stylistic diversity of achnacree bowls, and vessels probably displaying a
typological affinity with such bowls, known from several chambered cairns, is
readily apparent (see Figures 2.15-2.19). In the Western Isles, achnacree bowls,
or vessels betraying an achnacree influence, are known from Clettraval, Unival
and Geirisclett (Henshall 1972:100, 152; Smith 1974:116). Many more
undecorated bowls, some gently carinated, from the Western Isles, probably
betray a stylistic affinity with achnacree bowls, but the failure of this term to
achieve popular acceptance in the archaeological literature mitigates against its

use in relatively recent publications.

2.5.1.4. Hebridean ware in the Western Isles

The assemblages from Bharpa Carinish, Eilean an Tighe, and Eilean Domhnuill a

Spionnaidh on North Uist, and Northton on Harris, are largely identical in terms
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of ceramic styles represented (see Armit 1986:8; 1987:22-3, 30; 1993:372;
1996:57; Brown nd.; Crone 1993:378; Simpson 1966:137). The similarity
between them is exacerbated by the highly stylised appearance of the hebridean
and unstan wares, and, in the case of the latter two sites also by the profuse
amount of pottery surviving. Of the diversity of styles collated under the label of
hebridean ware, only the three ceramic styles discussed previously in Section
2.3.1.4., and illustrated in Figures 2.20 to 2.37, are mentioned explicitly below.
The eclectic variety of styles, effectively unclassifiable, encompassed by the

concept of hebridean ware is amply demonstrated in Figures 2.38 to 2.45.

Deep necked bowls, including collared jars, supposedly displaying a typological
ancestry primarily in beacharra ware, illustrated in Figures 2.20 to 2.26, are
known from Unival, Clettraval (Henshall 1972:153-54) and the Berneray
Causeway (J. Downes), all on North Uist. Flanged bowls, and other forms of
open bowl, illustrated in Figures 2.27 to 2.30, occur at Eilean an Tighe (Henshall
1972:173-74; Scott 1951a Figure 5, no. X1.66:15, Figure 6, nos. Y3, Y19:17,
Figure 7. no. Z34:19, Figure 9, no. 2.28:22), Eilean Domhnuill a Spionnaidh
(Brown nd.), Rubha an Udail Site 6, and Unival (eg. Henshall 1972, no. 12: 309,
532) and at the Berneray Causeway (J. Downes) on North Uist, at Allt Chrisal on
Barra (see Gibson 1995a: 104, 108, 110, nos. 73-76, Figure 4.32:105), and at
Callanais on Lewis (Henshall nd.:2). Hebridean jars, including ridged and bag
shaped vessels, illustrated in Figures 2.31 to 2.37, occur at Allt Chrisal (Gibson
1995a:104, no. 210, Figure 4.38:113), Eilean an Tighe (Scott 1951), and Eilean
Domhnuill a Spionnaidh (Brown nd.), all on North Uist, at Northton on Harris
(Simpson 1976:222), and at Pygmies Isle, Callanais and Toristay on Lewis
(Armit 1993:372; Henshall 1972:174; nd.:3; MacKenzie, W.C. 1905, Figure
2:252; Stevenson 1946:141). Also, sherds representing vessels with morphology
and decoration typical of hebridean ware, and paralleled variously at Eilean an
Tighe, Rubha an Udail Site 6, and Northton, are known from Hirte in St. Kilda
(Fleming and Edwards 1996:8; Johnson pers comm.). Unfortunately, the
fragmentary condition of the assemblage from Bharpa Carinish precluded

identification of the individual ceramic types represented, but the fabrics and
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Figure 2.13.: beacharra bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel | from Bickers Houses (after Henshall 1972:306); no. 2 is vessel 2 from
Beacharra (ibid:302); no. 3 is vessel 3 from Beacharra (ibid:302).
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Figure 2.14.: beacharra bowls and necked bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel 1 from Clachaig (after Henshall 1972:303); C45 is vessel 4 from Clettraval
(ibid:308); C51 is vessel 3 from Clettraval (ibid:308).

99



ot ey
A RN 74 D ST YT N IS 20 0 ewu s
NN VSIN PN I AN LRIV AN vraidne

Figure 2.15.: achnacree bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1 is vessel 1 from Rudh’ an Dunain, Skye (after Henshall 1972:310); no. 2 is vessel | from
100

Nether Largie, Argyll (ibid:302).



C53

Figure 2.16.: achnacree bowls from chambered cairns

C53 is vessel 2 from Clettraval (after Henshall 1972:308); no. 1 is vessel 1 from Glenvoidean,
Bute (ibid:306); no. 2 is vessel | from Glecknabae (ibid:306).
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Figure 2.17.: achnacree bowls from chambered cairns

No. 1| is vessel 2 from Glenvoidean (after Henshall 1972:306); no. 2 is vessel 3 from
Glenvoidean (ibid:306).
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Figure 2.18.: achnacree bowls from chambered cairns

Nos. 1,2 and 3 are vessels 1, 2 and 3, respectively, from Achnacree, Argyll (after Henshall
1972:303).
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Figure 2.19.: undecorated bowls from chambered caimns

No. 1 is vessel 2 from Rudh’ an Dunain, Skye (after Henshall 1972:310); no. 2 is vessel 2 from
Glecknabae, Bute (ibid:306); no. 3 is vessel 2 from Nether Largie, Argyll (ibid:302).
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Figure 2.20.: shouldered bowls from Unival, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:309; U1 is vessel 4; U4 is vessel 10; U8 is vessel 3; U9 is vessel 2)
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Figure 2.21.: shouldered bowls from Unival, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:309; U3 is vessel 6; U10 is vessel 13)
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Figure 2.22.: collared jars from Clettraval, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:308; C7 is vessel 11; C43 is vessel 10)
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Figure 2.23.: collared jars and deep bowls from Clettraval, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:308; C38 is vessel 9; C42 is vessel 6)
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Figure 2.24.: collared jars and deep bowls from Clettraval, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:308; C39 is vessel 7; C46 is vessel 8; C52 is vessel 5)
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Figure 2.25.: necked deep necked jars from Unival, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:309; U2 is vessel 9; U12 is vessel 7
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Figure 2.26.: necked jar from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.27.: Flanged bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.28.: Flanged bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.29.: Flanged bowls from Unival, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:309; U6 is vessel 11; U7 is vessel 8; U11 is vessel 12)
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Figure 2.30.: Flanged bowls from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.32:105; no. 1 is vessel 76; no. 2 is vessel 75 no. 3 is vessel 74; no.
4 is vessel 73)
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shaped jar from Eilean an Tighe

Figure 2.31.: pag-
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Figure 2.32.: ridged jar from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.33.: hebridean bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist

118



E12

ES0

ES7

\
\\

Figure 2.34.: hebridean bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.35.: hebridean bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.36.: hebridean jars and bowls from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.32:105; no. 1 is vessel 70; no. 2 is vessel 78; no. 3 is vessel 77; no. -
4 is vessel 82; no. 5 is vessel 72; no. 6 is vessel 86; no. 7 is vessel 65; no. 8 is vessel 64; no. 9 is
vessel 68)
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Figure 2.37.: neutral-shaped vessels from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.32:105; no. 1 is vessel 69; no. 2 is vessel 84; no. 3 is vessel 80; no.
4 is vessel 79)
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Figure 2.38.: cups and fine bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist

123




E3728 E142

E1004
E1053
E669
E997
E3332

El141

Figure 2.39.: hebridean ware from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.40.: hebridean bowls with elaborate rims
from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.41.: hebridean ware with stab’n’drag decoration
from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist

126




Figure 2.42.: hebridean ware from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.43.: hebridean ware from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.44.: hebridean ware from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.45.: hebridean ware from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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decoration conform with a general style of hebridean ware (see Armit 1993:372;

Crone 1993:378).

2.5.1.5. Unstan ware in the Western Isles

Unstan bowls, the more recognisable unstan ware style, occurs across much of
northern Scotland, particularly in the Orkney Isles and the Western Isles
(Henshall 1985:110 ; Smith 1974:116). Unstan bowls, illustrated in Figures 2.46
and 2.47, occur at Allt Chrisal on Barra (Gibson 1995a:110, nos. 136, 146,
Figure 4.35:109), at Northton on Harris, and at Eilean an Tighe, Eilean
Domhnuill a Spionnaidh and Bharpa Carinish on North Uist (Brown nd.; Crone
1993:378; Henshall 1972:177; Scott 1951a:14, 29-30). The same decoration is
sometimes found on unstan bowls, hebridean bowls and hebridean jars (Brown
nd.; Henshall 1972:179). Interestingly, in addition to these familiar decorative
schemes, a considerable variety of other, often unique, decorative techniques and
motifs were employed to embellish unstan bowls. Cord, fingernail and
indeterminate oval impressions, stab’n’drag, and simple stabbing are known
variously on unstan bowls from Eilean Domhnuill a Spionnaidh and Allt Chrisal
(see Brown nd.; Gibson 1995a:110). Generally, the decoration on unstan bowls is

more simple in the Western Isles than in Orkney (Brown nd.).

2.5.2. Late neolithic ceramic styles in the Western Isles

The late neolithic styles represented in the Western Isles, namely grooved ware,
impressed ware, and fine and coarse beaker ware, occur in assemblages very
different in character from those containing early neolithic styles. It is, for the
reasons given in Section 2.5.2.1. below, impossible to sketch the characteristic of
grooved ware assemblages in the Western Isles. Both impressed wares and
beaker wares invariably occur in varying quantities in sites, frequently middens,

eroding from the machair. Instances of late neolithic styles in the Western Isles
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Figure 2.46.: unstan bowls from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist
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Figure 2.47.: unstan bowls from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.35:109; no. 1 is vessel 137; no. 2 is vessel 140; no. 3 is vessel 141;

no. 4 is vessel 142; no. 5 is vessel 139; no. 6 is vessel 138; no. 7 is vessel 136; no. 8 is vessel
146)
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incite less speculation, and incur fewer interpretive repercussions, than early

neolithic styles, because they are not generally considered as regional styles.

2.5.2.1. Grooved ware in the Western Isles

A meagre collection of grooved ware is known from the Western Isles (Armit
1996:75, 83). A minimum of nine vessels are represented in the assemblage from
Callanais in Lewis (see Henshall nd.). A solitary grooved ware vessel, illustrated
in Figure 2.48, was recovered from Unival in North Uist (see Henshall 1972:155,
181-82; Scott 1938:336-37, Plate LIX: following page 337; 1948:26-7, Plate VII,
following page 24; 1951b:62-3). This meagre inventory completes the corpus of
grooved ware from the Western Isles. The paucity of grooved ware in the
Western Isles is probably more consequence of depositional practices, or even an
original absence, rather than due to a functional equivalence with hebridean ware

(pace Brown nd.).

Beyond the confines of Orkney, where applied decoration occurs frequently,
grooved ware in Scotland is decorated primarily by incised or grooved linear
lines, organised into horizontal or diagonal alignments, with motifs emphasised
by employing multiple lines to repeat, and therefore enhance, the pattern
(Henshall and Mercer 1981:129). The prevalence of incision on the grooved ware
known from the Western Isles is unsurprising, given the ubiquity and frequency
of incision on other preceding and contemporary ceramic styles in the region.
The complexity of grooved ware decoration at Callanais (Barrowman 1994:151)
accords with an existing tradition of profusely decorated pottery during the

neolithic in the Western Isles.

The grooved ware from Callanais is associated with an insubstantial, and
apparently indeterminate, structure, phased between the erection of the stone
circle and the construction of the chambered cairn (Ashmore pers. comm.;

Barrowman 1994:130). Some vessels in the Callanais assemblagé, expressed in a
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Figure 2.48.: miscellaneous vessels from Clettraval and Unival, North Uist

(after Henshall 1972:309; U17, U14, U16 and U19 are vessels 17, 14, 16 and 22, respectively,
from Unival; C37 is vessel 12 from Clettraval).
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conventional typological vocabulary, are in the Woodlands sub-style (Henshall
1993:106). However, it is possible to offer specific stylistic comparisons for only
two vessels. Vessel 61, a small bowl in a fine fabric, is comparable with the
Unival vessel discussed more fully below (Henshall nd.). Interestingly, the wavy
lines that decorate the vessel exterior, almost certainly an attempt to simulate an
applied cordon, are entirely the product of incised and impressed decorative
techniques (see Henshall nd.). The tenacity of existing decorative techniques,
namely incision and impression, to emulate new designs, readily achievable by
applied decoration, is amply demonstrated on this particular vessel. Indeed, the
absence of applied decoration in the assemblage is notable (Barrowman
1994:145). Vessel 63, decorated with incised double linear lines, infilled with
impressed dots, and arranged in a diagonal alignment, is paralleled on grooved
ware from Tormore on Arran, and Townhead on Bute (see Henshall nd.).
Henshall identifies this vessel as grooved ware rather than as fine beaker ware on
the basis of the decoration. That such a motif is known on a beaker from Rubha
an Udail Site 6 suggests that the categorical status of vessel 63 remains moot.
More interesting is the use of similar, even identical, motifs on completely

separate vessel traditions.

The grooved ware from Unival, curious in style and aberrant in context, has been
variously identified as skara brae C style (Childe and Grant 1938:25), rinyo I
type, presumably by virtue of its fine fabric, incised decoration, and lozenge
motifs (see Piggott 1954:328-329), and, similarly, in the clacton sub-style, by
virtue of its internal decoration immediately below the rim (Wainwright and
Longworth 1971:237, Figure 89:238). This vessel, regularly mentioned in the
archaeological literature, is apparently comparable with, for example, the
aldbourne cups (Piggott 1954:346), and, say, vessel P1 from Balfarg henge in
Fife (Henshall and Mercer 1981:132, Figure 43:130). The interpretive utility of
these rote comparisons remains dubious. The general absence of grooved ware
from mortuary contexts suggests that the vessel from Unival was not interred in

connection with funerary activities (Wainwright and Longworth 1971:249, 254).
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However, the scarcity of grooved ware from the Western Isles ensures any

attempts to document contextual patterning of assemblages are premature.

2.5.2.2. Impressed ware in the Western Isles

Impressed wares, consistently represented in neolithic assemblages in the
Western Isles, remain obscure in the archaeological literature because many of
the vessels representing this particular ceramic style are also readily interpreted
as coarse beaker pottery. Impressed wares in the Western Isles are decorated by
impressed or stabbed motifs effected by fingernail, fingertip, twisted cord,
whipped cord, cockle shell, scallop shell, bone, and ‘reed’ implements (Gibson
1995a:110). The relative sparsity of decoration on impressed wares from the
Western Isles contrasts markedly with the density of decoration on peterborough
ware and other impressed wares from northern Britain (Gibson 1995a:110).
Impressed wares, illustrated in Figures 2.49 to 2.50, are represented at Northton
in Harris, and at Unival, Clettraval, Eilean an Tighe, and Eilean Domhnuill a
Spionnaidh in North Uist (see Brown nd.; Gibson 1995a:110; Henshall
1972:181; Mclnnes 1964:53; Scott 1951a:32, Y20, Figure 6:17), at Callanais on
Lewis (Henshall nd.), and elsewhere in the Inner Hebrides, at, for example,
Rudh’ an Dunain Cave on Skye (Mclnnes 1964:53; Scott 1934b:216, Figure
6.7:214). Some of the pottery reported from Galson, Barvas, in Lewis are

probably impressed wares (Topping and Topping 1984:44).

2.5.2.3. Fine and coarse beaker ware in the Western Isles

A considerable amount of beaker pottery, some of which is illustrated in Figures
2.52. to 2.59, is known from the Western Isles. Almost all of this material is
derived from middens, often interpreted as probable settlement contexts, and
affording a lucrative opportunity to investigate the viability of beaker settlement
as a separate phenomenon in the Western Isles. Indeed, the substantial middens

in the Western Isles, suggesting prolonged occupation, provide the least
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Figure 2.49.: impressed wares from Eilean an Tighe, North Uist

138




Figure 2.50.: impressed wares from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.35:109; no. 1 is vessel 155; no. 2 is vessel 154; no. 3 is vessel 156;
no. 4 is vessel 150; no. 5 is vessel 152; no. 6 is vessel 151; no. 7 is vessel 153)
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Figure 2.51.: impressed wares from Allt Chrisal, Barra

(after Gibson 1995a, Figure 4.35:109, Figure 4.37:112; no. 1 is vessel 193; no. 2 is vessel 191;
no. 3 is vessel 189; no. 4 is vessel 190)
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ambiguous indications of domestic activities and habitation sites associated with
beakers in Britain (Gibson 1982:47;, 1984:75; cf. Armit 1996:88). Substantial
assemblages containing beakers from midden contexts are in evidence at
Rosinish on Benbecula (Shepherd 1975; 1976; Shepherd and Tuckwell 1974;
1976, 1977a; 1977b), Northton on Harris (Simpson 1966; 1976), and Dalmore on
Lewis (Ponting and Ponting 1984c). More meagre assemblages from similar
contexts are apparent at Gortan (Shepherd, Shepherd and Maclean 1978:35;
Shepherd, Ralston and Maclean 1979:47) and South Glendale on South Uist
(Barber 1984:45), at Paible on North Uist (Crawford 1978b:35; Maclean and
Shepherd 1978:35), at Ensay on Harris (Curtis and Curtis 1989b:72), at Traigh
Bosta on Great Bernera (Curtis and Curtis 1993a:110), and at Barvas Sands on
Lewis (Cowie et al. 1986:52-3; Cowie 1987:62). Solitary sherds are reported
from a midden at Scalpaig on North Uist (Crawford 1978¢:36) and from a
deflated context on the machair at Traigh na Beiridh on Lewis (Close-Brooks
1995:275; Cormack 1973:48). Beakers occur in moderate numbers at Allt Chrisal
on Barra (Gibson 1995a:114), at Callanais in Lewis (Henshall nd.:5-7), and
infrequently at Rubha an Udail Site 6 on North Uist (Crawford 1980:2, 3).
Beaker pottery also occurs in overt mortuary contexts at the chambered cairns of
Clettraval (Scott 1935:495ff; Henshall 1972:106), Geirisclett (Henshall
1972:105-06) and Unival on North Uist (Henshall 1972:155). The beaker pottery
from Callanais, discovered in contexts post-dating the destruction of the
chambered cairn, was probably originally deposited within the cairn (Henshall
nd.; cf. Ashmore 1981:49). Interestingly, with the exception of two sherds from a
shor<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>