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A Biography of Ceramics: food and culture in Late Neolithic Orkney

Summary

This study comprises an examination of the relationship between material culture
and social identity. The relationship is explored through a study of the social practices
concerning the production, use and deposition of a particular class of pottery; Late
Neolithic Grooved ware.

The examination of these issues required a detailed contextual study of the
Grooved ware from a single site; Barnhouse, Mainland, Orkney. This contextual
examination was integrated with two major forms of scientific analytical technique. The
first, petrological thin-section analysis was carried out to determine the differences in the
production and organisation of production of the pottery. The second, residue analysis,
was carried out to determine the differences in use of different categories of pottery,
providing a clearer understanding of the relationship between pottery categories and their
use in the storage, cooking and consumption of different foodstuffs. An examination of
the Grooved ware from Barnhouse found that there were a number of categories of
Grooved ware produced and used at the site, these categories were demarcated by
differences in volume, fabric and decoration as well as their relationship to certain
foodstuffs and social practices.

The biographies of each of these various categories of Grooved ware were
examined from their production, through use to deposition. It was found that each had a
differing biography which was shaped by their involvement in certain social practices.
These social practices, it is argued, are related to the expression and representation of

certain aspects of social identity.



Chapter One

Pots and People

Introduction

Little Honey kept watching and remembering everything. Her mother had her tools beside her, things
which were kept in a hide bag hung from a stick in the cracks of a stone wall, and must not be touched,
the shells that were either cutters or scrapers or with the smooth roundness outward, smoothers and
pressers. Yet sometimes a fingernail was the best, or you might use a lamb's bladder blown up and tied,
good for shaping.

Little Honey liked to roll the clay between her hands. It moved, it became long, it was made to
curve. Another was laid above it with stroking and smoothing and then another; it rose into a pot shape.
At first she could not make the rim into the clean full-moon shape her mother seemed to do without
effort. But she saw the shape so clearly in her mind that at last, after three days, she found she had it
right and after that it went mostly as she wished. By now her mother had stopped hitting her or making
angry noises. Instead she made Little Honey put her voice into the potter's song and also she showed just
how to use the shells to make the marks which were signs that the potter had truly handled and given life
to her pot.

There was more to be done. Before the clay at the base of each of these pots that they had made
hardened into something like a tough hide, the pot must be up-ended. Then it must be nursed on the lap,
while the first thick clay ring was squeezed thinner without losing its shape. At last, with one hand inside
the pot and the other outside, the ring was made to join together. Now the pot was itself. After that the
marks could be made, clothing it all round, each woman making her pot children a little different from
those of her neighbours, so that she could know them and speak to them in their working life, even if
they were in another house. (Naomi Mitchison 1987, 98-99)

The above extract from Naomi Mitchison's Early in Orcadia, captures the
essence of this study. Not only does she base her story of life in prehistory in the
Orkney Isles, the focus of this study, but more importantly she considers in detail the
process of pottery making. Mitchison's approach to the subject is a literary one, she
carefully considers the practicalities of pottery making, but alongside these
practicalities she also considers the relationship between pottery and people, between
the process of production and certain aspects of social identity. Writers deal with their

subject through a series of metaphors and they weave these metaphors together to

create a seamless whole, a story in which the social and human aspects of the world



are uppermost. Alongside this imaginative play of metaphors the archaeologist's task
seems hopelessly pale in comparison. How can we hope to gain an understanding of
pottery as full of colour and humanity as this one? The archaeologist equally deals in
metaphors, but typically these metaphors are unconscious and reveal little of
importance concerning the lives and actions of past peoples. Nevertheless the aim in
this study is to begin to understand the relationship between pots and people. This task
may involve detailed description and analysis, but the centr;al aim is to achieve an
understanding of the metaphors which guided the actions of people in the past.

The relationship between pots and people has been an implicit aspect of pottery
analysis since the discipline began. The typological classification of pottery has
become the primary tool for archaeologists seeking to acquire knowledge concerning
the chronology of a site. This is due to the assumed relationship between past peoples
and the pottery they produced; pots have consistently been employed by archaeologists
as a fine grained indicator of the presence of specific cultural groups.
Archaeologically, pots appear to equal people. However this relationship requires
further examination. Precisely what relationship exists between pottery and people,
and why is pottery assumed to be such a precise indicator of cultural groups? The aim
of this study is to examine this relationship in detail. While a primary interpretative
analysis of artefactual material comprises the core of this study, the manner in which
this study has been undertaken has involved using a series of scientific analytical
techniques in order to examine the nature of the material. Each analytical technique
has been drawn on in order to examine and define the relationship between pottery,
social practices and social identity.

Importantly, pots have traditionally been studied as objects divorced from their
cultural context. This is in itself a general problem of artefact analysis, however in
order to understand the ways in which pots are fully embedded within the social

structure which created them it is essential not only to study individual aspects of pots



such as function (Braun 1983), production (Wardle 1992), use (Evershed et al 1995) or
deposition (Richards and Thomas 1984), or the symbolic aspects of pottery (Hodder
1982a, Tilley 1984). Rather it is essential to understand that since pots are made by
people, who are themselves embedded within a particular social structure, then all the
above aspects are important. Pots are at all times linked with each field of activity. Just
as the processes of production, use and deposition of pots are linked, so the functional
and symbolic aspects cannot be separated. What is more, pots are used for the storage,
preparation, cooking and consumption of food, amongst other things, and it is essential
to view pots not simply as passive and decontextualised sherds, but as being actively
produced and used according to the culturally specific needs of people.

Given the assumed status of pots in relation to people and in order to fully
understand how this relationship is brought about, it is essential to examine the way in
which pots are produced, used and deposited by people. Close attention will be paid to
an examination of these problems in relation to Late Neolithic Grooved ware in this
introductory chapter. To adequately understand the manner in which Grooved ware is
produced, used and deposited and the way in which such actions are imbued with
cultural significance, requires a detailed exploration of a specific body of material in
order to draw out the way in which activities associated with this particular class of
pottery are structured. The ground work for such a study is made in chapter 2, where
the relationship between material culture, identity and the activities of production, use
and deposition are discussed more generally, while also focusing on the methodology
by which a study of these relationships may be carried out.

The first section of this study focuses then on the relationship between pottery
and people, with particular reference to our problematic understanding of Late
Neolithic Grooved ware. Having examined how this problem may most fruitfully be
studied, the study focuses in more detail on the Orcadian Neolithic. Chapter 3

considers the nature of Grooved ware studies within Orkney, and their relationship to



accounts of social organisation and social identity during the Late Neolithic. This
chapter sets the scene for a site specific study of a Late Neolithic 'Grooved ware'
community; Barnhouse, Mainland. This chapter is fundamental in situating the site
within the wider study of the Orcadian Late Neolithic.

Having characterised the nature of Orcadian Grooved ware studies, the study
now turns toward the more detailed analysis of the Grooved ware from Barnhouse.
Chapter 4 commences with a detailed characterisation of the Grooved ware from
Barnhouse and discusses exactly which characteristics are employed in the
categorisation of the assemblage. In order to examine the central theme of this study,
the relationship between people and pottery, a series of analytical techniques were
employed, as well as a traditional examination of the pottery. In chapter 5, the results
of the thin-sectioning project are discussed. This element of the study was undertaken
in order to understand the relationship between the use of materials for pottery
production and specific groups of people within the Barnhouse settlement. A detailed
examination of the relationship between the use of sources of temper and the
production of pottery in particular locations within the site, involved a large scale
petrological thin-sectioning program, which was aimed at gaining an understanding of
the way in which pottery production was organised (see chapter 5 for discussion of
results and appendix 1 for catalogue of results).

Linking this aspect of the analysis with an understanding of how different
categories of Grooved ware were used in certain social contexts, required a quite
different analytical technique; residue analysis. Residue analysis allows the extraction
and analysis of biochemical compounds, fatty acids. The presence of these fatty acids
may relate to the consumption of specific kinds of food within pottery (see chapter 6
for presentation and discussion of results and appendix 2 for catalogue of results). In
order to examine how food was related to the use and deposition of pottery in different

contexts on the site, the residue analysis was linked to a spatial and contextual analysis



of certain categories of pottery across the site (see chapter 7 for discussion). Particular
attention was paid here to the combination of both the petrological and residue
analysis techniques, in relation both to specific deposits and specific categories of
pottery. This enables a clearer definition of the provenance of vessels prior to
deposition. Having discussed and presented the Barnhouse Grooved ware, in chapter 8
we focus on the nature of social identity in relation to the production, use and
deposition of pottery at Barnhouse. Having discussed this in some detail, we are now
in a position to examine the wider use and deposition of Grooved ware in other
contexts beyond the settlement. Finally, in order to contrast and emphasise the nature
of social identity in relation to the production, use and deposition of Grooved ware we
examine the nature of social identity in relation to the production, use and deposition
of other Late Neolithic artefacts.

A broad study of the nature of faunal and botanical remains and their
relationship to the Late Neolithic is presented in chapter 9. This enables a clearer
examination of the way in which Grooved ware is related to the social use of food.
Finally, in chapter 10, the detailed examinations of the production, use and deposition
of Grooved ware undertaken in previous chapters is drawn together with an
examination of the metaphorical and cosmological relationship between Grooved ware

and specific kinds of social identity, essentially between pots and people.

Ceramics and culture: a critique

The peculiar durability of pottery coupled with the malleable properties of clay,
mean that pottery has been widely appropriated in discussions of the chronological
problems of prehistory. The creation of ceramic typologies based on the subtle

variations of form and decoration enabled the construction of sophisticated schemes



which examined the nature of social change, cultural development and interaction and
the movement of cultural groups both between and within the British Isles.

In this chapter I wish to explore the way in which ceramics have been used to
describe a series of views of culture. In particular I wish to suggest that most
archaeological views of culture perceive cultures as bounded. The perception of
cultures as bounded then enables boundaries to be defined around cultures and allows
these boundaries to be mapped spatially and temporally. Such mapping often takes the
form of a centre and periphery model, with cultures spreading outwards from a fixed
point, either spatially or temporally determined. Such models have been essential, in
various guises, in equating cultural unity with the spatial and temporal distribution of
artefacts.

Grooved ware will be used as a form of case study, allowing us to observe and
document the ways in which perceptions of culture have changed over time. By
examining the history of Grooved ware studies in some detail I wish to show how our
notions of the nature and use of Grooved ware and its association with specific
morphologically, decorative and geographical groupings are false. In particular I wish
to examine the use of Grooved ware in the creation and maintenance of specific kinds
of cultural identity, a theme which will be explored in detail throughout this study.

The culture-historical framework of Childe and others defined culture as 'an
assemblage of associated traits that recur repeatedly’ (Childe 1951a, 40). According to
this definition, one of the essentials in defining culture was the process of
identification, or assigning cultural identity. Here cultures are necessarily seen as
homogeneous across specific units of space and time. The very similarity of these
traits enabled archaeologists to classify artefacts and place them within these rigid
frames of space and time. The classification of artefacts was the classification of
society. Childe perceived the acquisition of cultural traits as a process of socialisation,

in which cultural traits were handed down from generation to generation (1949, 2;



1951a, 42). According to this view cultures should remain internally stable and
unchanging over time. However, change in material cultural traits was observed and
could not be accounted for according to the stabilising, homogeneous influence of a
normative culture.

The nature of cultural change and the apparent changing nature of material
culture over time was accounted for by the triumvirate explanatory frameworks of
evolutionism, diffusionism and functionalism. While Childe recognised the problems
with accepting a single explanatory framework, he utilised all three in understanding
what he described as social evolution. Importantly, each framework sees cultures as
being bounded, and each framework also assumes relative cultural homogeneity
through either time or space. According to diffusionism, change over space-time was
due to the radiating diffusion of cultural traits. Evolutionism and functionalism
perceived change over time as due to localised individual constraining circumstances,
either social or environmental. However when these frameworks were combined in
culture-history, the radiating and changing culture could be seen as effecting peripheral
social groups according to a process derived from evolutionary theory, typically
genetics, often with the replacement of one population with another. The appearance
of novel cultural traits was due to unconscious cultural processes which were related to
the proximity of other related cultures in both space and time. Social and cultural
identity was understood according to the use of homogeneous material cultural traits,
which spatially and temporally signified the presence of a particular culture. Culture
was something people had, and were constrained by, it was passively received by a
form of social osmosis. As Renfrew rightly points out culture is typically formulated
as a form of infection, with carriers and recipients (Renfrew 1984, 393).

As Jones (1995, 64) points out, this view of culture assumes regularities to result
from close interaction between peoples, and discontinuities as due to social or physical

distances, again culture could be transmitted organically by mere proximity.



While these approaches to culture were criticised as viewing culture as normative, the
interpretative frameworks of new archaeology also employed the basic notions of
bounded systems and centres and peripheries. As Barrett (1994, 160) points out, the
notion of a bounded system in the work of Renfrew (1973, 1976) enabled the
comparative study, and the drawing of a series of generalisations, concerning the
regularities shared by societies of the same type. Although societies were seen to be
guided by a series of internally equilibrating sub-systems, once a society was classified
as a particular social totality then it was directly comparable with a similar society.
This kind of approach allowed Renfrew to compare the territorial behaviour
characteristics of areas as apparently distinctive as the Pacific islands and Rousay and
Arran (Renfrew 1976). Again the homogeneity of cultural systems, or at least certain
aspects of their behavioural sub-systems was stressed.

The boundedness and regularity of cultures also allowed direct comparison
between a series of centres, or polities (Renfrew and Cherry 1986) of the same form,
again culture is perceived to be the same, and does not change in its interaction with
other systems. Cultures were seen as a series of polythetic overlapping systems each
encapsulating bounded centres and peripheries (Clarke 1968). Interestingly the
interactionist theory of cultural traits was retained, and the acquisition of certain
cultural traits, such as pottery decoration, were mapped as a series of law like
relationships (Wobst 1977). Again, cultural interaction and change was perceived
according to an organic metaphor, the feedback mechanism, this time derived from
ecology and cybernetics (Renfrew 1984).

Cultures are not simply things that happen through some form of normative,
natural or regular interactive process, rather they are created and constructed in
particular ways, and it was this point that post-processual approaches were concerned
to stress. Here the interest was in the differences apparent in the creation of a

meaningful understanding of the world and in the historically specific nature of



cultures. Of particular note is the textual approach, in which artefacts and the
meanings associated with them were seen as arranged grammatically, as a structured
set of differences.

Again, these differences may be seen as bounding and constraining meaning,
making it unitary, this is particularly apparent in Hodder's (1986) contextual approach,
where the context is seen to bound or frame the meaning of the artefact. Again the
meaning associated with artefacts is homogeneous and contains an internal truth, or
definitive meaning. Thus for Hodder only through recontextualisation can meaning
change, thus meaning here is both rigid or homogeneous and bounded. Thus while
culture is seen as meaningful, the meaning is constrained by a series of bounded
contexts or events, although artefacts may have multiple meanings, this can only occur
through the wholesale recontextualisation of the artefact. Barrett (1987) has criticised
the rigidity and homogeneity of Hodder's understanding of context, and has suggested
an approach which sees context as a shifting frame in the process of social
reproduction (ibid., 472).

Nevertheless these approaches emphasise the way in which cultures are
constituted. Rather than seeing people as having culture, a passive normative approach
(Jones 1995, 63), cultures were now viewed as being constructed through the
articulation of meaning. In order to understand not only the meaning associated with
the object, but how identities are created and constructed by the use of artefacts, a
much less rigid approach to meaning must be taken.

Jones (1995, 1997) has charted a way forward, following Barth's earlier
formulation of ethnicity and identity as an aspect of culture which is entirely subjective
(1969), by indicating that rather than stressing the homogeneous nature of meaning,
and the constraints attached to context, the creation of meaning is a practical
discursive action, in which structure and context relies for its form on the practices and

representations of social actors. This approach, drawn from Bourdieu's (1977) notion
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of habitus, allows us to see how cultures are shaped by the practical and meaningful
activities that are conducted within them. The culture-historical approach, with its
bounded homogeneous nature was largely reformulated and its boundaries redrawn
within the framework of processualism. Both views saw culture as bounded, a view
which enabled history, place and people to be tied together in an exclusive and
monolithic fashion (Jones 1995, 65).

What I wish to point out here is that culture is a complex term which embodies a
whole series of ideas such as identity, community, place and memory. According to a
practical theory of cultural production, each of these things will be drawn out and
represented culturally through the practical employment of material culture, and ideas
such as ethnicity and identity may be drawn on as appropriate. Culture is then created
through practical action and does not inhere in the material itself. How can we use
these ideas to study the specifics of a given class of material culture? Firstly, according
to the notion of prototype theory, artefacts are categorised through their assignment to
fuzzy sets, although this model of categorisation involves the concept of centre and
periphery, each set is non-bounded and each has a shifting centre and periphery
according to context (Lakoff 1987). This means that while objects are categorised and
contextualised, the unbounded nature of this process means that meaning is grid-like
(Miller 1985) and the meaning associated with material culture is shaped and framed
by the grid. However, due to the grid-like nature of the process the position of an
object within the grid means that the meaning associated with it goes beyond the
individual context and is associated with numerous other concepts and meanings
simultaneously.

So while this allows us to understand how material culture is categorised, we

can chart the process of contextualisation or categorisation in shaping identities

through the notion of biography. Objects have individual biographies, and each have

different ways of being produced, used and discarded. At each stage these
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contextualisations, or categorisations may be shaped by a number of processes, in
particular people's relations to place, identity etc. This takes us a considerable series of
steps further than the notion that culture is meaningfully constituted through a series of
bounded moments, to a position in which we can understand the non-bounded
connections between meanings, and also how those meanings are used to construct
cultural concepts such as identity, community, memory and place. This approach to the
cultural construction of identities has been recently explored in detail by Thomas
(1996), here he argues that identities are constructed by the strategic use of particular
forms of material culture. These forms of material culture have specific biographies, or
histories. These biographies are embedded in the social fabric and the circulation of
these objects between people actually serves to create particular identities. This
approach to material culture will be examined in more detail in the next chapter,
however suffice it to say here that Thomas' approach enables us to understand far more
clearly the way in which particular categories of objects are used in constructing
identities, and the way in which the combination of particular types of object are
actively and meaningfully used together in order to signify specific identities rather
than simply reflecting culture. In the light of the above discussion I will proceed in
examining the way in which Grooved ware has been discussed, and attempt to chart a

course towards a fuller understanding of the ceramic.

The Rinyo-Clacton culture re-examined

To a certain extent, the history of Grooved ware is intimately related to other
ceramic forms, and its status has always been constructed in relation to other ceramics.
The study of Neolithic ceramics cannot obviously be divorced from studies of the
Neolithic as a whole. Ceramics were seen as an essential signifier of the emerging

Neolithic, with an increased sedentism seen as necessitating the use of ceramics.
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While this functional relationship is largely unfounded I wish to note that the earliest
discussion of pottery was associated with its use in food consumption (Thomas 1994).

The study of British Neolithic pottery was initially concerned to demarcate
ceramic forms both chronologically and qualitatively. The pottery of the Earlier
Neolithic was easily demarcated from the Peterborough ware of the Later Neolithic by
two factors, the first being the stratigraphical separation of wares in the ditches of
causewayed enclosures, particularly the Windmill Hill enclosure (Smith 1965), which
allowed a neat chronological distinction. The second was slightly less clear and
involved the distinction of the two wares in terms of quality of manufacture, finish and
decoration. Earlier Neolithic pottery was generally thin walled, sparsely tempered and
burnished, with minimum decoration around the rim and upper body, while
Peterborough ware was thicker walled, coarsely tempered and had all-over decoration
of a variety of distinctive types (Piggott 1931, 72). The earliest studies of Neolithic
pottery recognised that the material was of considerable diversity, and following
Hawkes' classification of Iron age pottery into A, B and C wares, Piggott (1931)
classified the Earlier Neolithic wares A1 and A2 while Peterborough ware was
designated B. While these ceramic forms were found in the same kinds of contexts,
such as causewayed enclosures, and were therefore easily distinguishable, it slowly
became apparent that another class of ceramic was produced in the British Later
Neolithic: Grooved ware.

While examples of Grooved ware had evidently been excavated from a variety
of contexts over a considerable period of time, in the absence of good stratigraphic
associations and radiocarbon determinations, it was a question of recognising its
nature. Although Grooved ware had been excavated from a number of sites in both the
south and north of Britain (cf. list in Piggott 1936 for southemn sites and Stevenson
1948 for list of northern sites), the general character of the material appeared

questionable. Probably the largest assemblage of material came from Skara Brae itself



13

(Childe 1929, 1931a). Although Childe had excavated Skara Brae for some years he
wrestled with placing it within any form of chronological context. By the publication
of his final report he had assumed its date to be Pictish, drawing an analogy between
the distribution of carved stone balls, which were so abundant at the site, and Pictish
symbol stones within the Northeast of Scotland to support his statement (Childe
1931a, 102-3). While the pottery was published its nature remained largely
undiscussed and was similarly assigned a Pictish date, however there were
uncertainties in his assertion. In a synthesis of the same year (Childe 1931b) he had
drawn differing analogies between the Skara Brae pottery and the encrusted urns
described by Abercromby (1912), thus the date of Skara Brae shifted to the Bronze
Age. This date remained as Childe began to draw comparisons between Skara Brae
and sites such as Jarlshof in Shetland, also of a Bronze Age date (Childe 1935, 176-
181). Here the Grooved ware was assumed to simply be part of the flat rimmed pot
group of the later Bronze Age.

Meanwhile, the excavation and publication of a quantity of material from Lion
Point on the Essex coast showed that there was considerable coherence between the
material recovered from the site itself and others from southern England. As noted
above, although Grooved ware had been excavated from a number of major sites such
as Woodhenge and Stonehenge as well as Avebury, further isolated examples came
from a series of pits mostly within Wiltshire and a number of other southern counties.
The sheer quantity of material from Lion Point coupled with Piggott's decisive
analogies finally enabled the unity of the ceramic class to be established, by
association with Neolithic B or Peterborough ware material from the Kennet Avenue
and at Orton Longueville. The date of Grooved ware was finally established as Late
Neolithic (Piggott in Warren et al. 1936). Piggott noted, further, that there was not
only coherence between sites in southern England but further afield, suggesting that

the date and material culture of the then anomalous Skara Brae may be best regarded
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as Late Neolithic, with the major pottery form as Grooved ware. A further Orcadian
site, Rinyo, was excavated under the supervision of Childe (Childe and Grant 1938),
and by this time Childe had begun to realise the date of both Rinyo and Skara Brae,
with comparable Grooved ware coming from both sites. Piggott preferred to name the
material Grooved ware, in part due to its material qualities, but also due to the fairly
sparse series of geographical associations. However by the publication of his Neolithic
Cultures of the British Isles (1954) and the further excavation of Rinyo in Orkney the
wider material associations of this ceramic form had come to light. It was essential
then to define this ceramic form as a cultural unity, having distinct material
associations, thus Piggott reformulated the ceramic as the major defining element of
the Rinyo-Clacton culture. Here then we see Piggott's understanding of culture as
analogous to that of Childe, again a culture was defined by the clustering of cultural
traits, in this case the use of a specific form of ceramic, along with other associated
artefacts.

Smith's work on the Neolithic of southern Britain similarly sought to define
Grooved ware as a cultural entity and here it was necessary to define the limits of the
Rinyo-Clacton culture. Setting up boundaries both materially and temporally between
the users of this pottery form and those of other forms of pottery, she was further
concerned to define the cultural origins of Grooved ware, seeing the pottery as having
a genetic relationship with later biconical urn forms and Aldbourne cups (Smith 1956,
159). As to the actual origins of the Rinyo-Clacton culture she attributed these,
economically, to a characteristic of the result of a population of hunter-gatherers
acquiring food-production by contact with primary Neolithic peoples, (ibid., 170).
Here then, not only the material cultural traits but also the natural materials associated
with them were seen as combining in particular, distinctive ways to form a coherent
culture. Smith saw a direct relationship between ceramic forms and associated material

culture and specific culture groups (ibid., 171).
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Grooved ware was problematic to Smith since, unlike the Middle Neolithic
ceramics and Peterborough ware which also formed the basis of her thesis, Grooved
ware proved frustratingly slippery, having a degree of overlap with the contemporary
Peterborough ware culture. Nevertheless, she set about to define the internal
differences within the culture, thus she formulated the Clacton, Woodhenge and
Woodlands styles, each distinguished by their decorative motifs. She further noted the
quite different fabric qualities between the southern and northern ceramics, the
southern forms being seen as technically superior (ibid., 190). It was possible then
according to Smith's thesis to map the separate cultural elements spatially, this being
an essential element of diffusionist and culture-historical approaches which sought to
define the limits of a culture, either spatially or temporally, and to establish a series of
centres, from which cultural influences may diffuse. Notably, Smith's Rinyo-Clacton
culture involved a diffusion from south to north, from the technically superior to the
technically inferior. Such ideas combined the frameworks of diffusionism and
evolutionism which are so obviously ancestral to culture-history.

These basic concepts were implicitly carried through to the large scale
redefinition of the pottery form by Wainwright and Longworth (1971), following the
excavation of the henge at Durrington Walls, Wiltshire which was itself associated
with a massive assemblage of Grooved ware. This approach was simply to further
redefine the ceramic according to the principles outlined above, renaming Smith's
Woodhenge style the Durrington Walls sub-style, while the Clacton, Woodlands and
Rinyo sub-styles were retained. Here it would appear that each sub-style represents
separate strands of a society which was seen to be linked by the manufacture of this
form of pottery and its use in certain social contexts, for example within henge
structures (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 268). In order to show a measure of
coherence they again renamed the pottery form Grooved ware. Each ceramic sub-style

is defined by decorative motif and rim and base morphological details, notably the
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sub-styles show a large degree of overlap, and appear to have no spatial definition
whatsoever, apart from the gross difference between southern and northern forms,
already noted by Piggott (1954, 322).

Although Wainwright and Longworth did not claim spatial integrity, their
approach to the definition of Grooved ware sub-styles is again derived from the
normative notions of culture-history, although here distinct bounded cultures are
substituted instead for distinct bounded sub-styles, each distinguished by decoration
and rim forms. Wainwright and Longworth's Grooved ware sub-styles seem to be
normative in a number of ways. It is important to note that only a number of features
are used to demarcate each sub-style and the Grooved ware within each sub-style is
assumed to be of unitary size, no attempt is made to distinguish different decorations
on different categories of vessel within an assemblage, or even a sub-style. Here we
see an example of the functional and stylistic elements of material culture being
studied in quite separate ways (see Fig 1.1 for example). Decoration and rim and base
morphology appear to have been chosen since these elements are often thought to be
used primarily as a device for demarcating differences between groups (Hodder 1982b,
Wobst 1977).

Thus the very notion of singular, homogeneous sub-styles is false, no attention is
paid to differences within the sub-style, like is not compared with like. Only for the
Rinyo sub-style, the focus of this study, do they note that there are large size
discrepancies between vessels (Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 242). However this
observation remains unexamined through the rest of the definition of the sub-style.

It would seem then that an arbitrary classification was created for the ceramic form, by
utilising only a few features to distinguish between sub-styles, with little
conceptualisation of how these features related to individual vessels of different size or

fabric.
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Figure 1.1 Comparison of decorative components of Rinyo sub-style with sites in southern England .

Note the use of disassociated decorative and morphological components in comparisons made between

pottery styles (from Wainwright and Longworth 1971, 245).

Indeed the presence of a number of different sub-styles on many sites, may well be the
result of differences in decoration and rim and base morphology associated with
different categories of vessel size or fabric, and indeed the overlapping presence of
different sub-styles particularly in southern England may well be the result of quite
different categories of vessel being used in differing contexts. Thus the sub-stylgs may
relate more closely to these factors, rather than to overarching and diffuse normative

sub-styles. As we shall see in chapters 4-8, there is considerable complexity to the way
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in which Grooved ware from a single site may be constructed and decorated. These
sub-styles can only really remain as a form of nomenclature, since spatially and
temporally they appear to have very little coherence. A similar point has recently been
advanced by Henshall (1993, 104) for the occurrence of Grooved ware in mainland
Scotland.

Interestingly in their account of the Grooved ware from Durrington, Wainwright
and Longworth, noted the possibility that Grooved ware may exist and be used
alongside other Late Neolithic ceramics such as Peterborough ware and Beakers. The
relationship between these pottery forms in eastern England was re-evaluated by Cleal
(1985), by examining fabric, decoration and contextual associations. The outcome of
this study, rather than showing the extreme difference between indigenous ceramics
and Beakers, showed that there were considerable differences between certain aspects
of Grooved ware and the other ceramic forms, Peterborough ware and Beakers. While
the fabric of Grooved ware was distinctive to other ceramics, the decorative motifs do
appear to overlap with Beakers. On another level contextually Grooved ware may be
associated with both Peterborough ware and Beakers.

The above studies can in the main be characterised by the apparent necessity in
defining and redefining the category of pottery under study, this is primarily a result of
the initial late recognition of the pottery class, however it is also a result of the
apparent slipperiness of the category, while Grooved ware is used as an apparently
neutral descriptive term, Rinyo-Clacton culture carries with it connotations of cultural
unity. These terms have been applied on and off to indicate the apparent coherence of
the ceramic culturally, depending on the interpretative framework in which the
ceramic has been studied. Smith found it problematic in delimiting the culture, seeing
it as deriving from a mixture between indigenous groups and intrusive Western
Neolithic groups, it became apparent that although there appeared to be some internal

coherence to the Rinyo-Clacton culture as demonstrated by Piggott (1954, 321-346), it
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was difficult to separate the group culturally from contemporary groups such as the
users of Peterborough ware. Many of the flint and stone industries associated with both
forms of pottery appeared to overlap, and Grooved ware and Peterborough ware were
found in the same contexts, indeed this contextual congruity had been a means of
dating Grooved ware from the outset. It would seem that Grooved ware has always
been constructed as a distinct cultural artefact in relation to other ceramics, most
obviously materially, through the relative absence of impressed or cording techniques
and through its shape.

In the main it was the contrasting contexts in which the pottery was found which
distinguished the ceramics, in the case of Grooved ware this was characterised as those
contexts of a ritual nature; henges and pits. Bradley's (1982, 1984) approach to
Grooved ware, took a more holistic approach in relation to Late Neolithic society, he
noted that there was considerable chronological overlap between the use of various
forms of Peterborough ware and Grooved ware (1984, 49). Furthermore the
considerable temporal discrepancy between the initial use of Grooved ware in Orkney
and northern Scotland and its introduction in the south was recognised, and from this
perspective, Grooved ware was perceived as one element of a prestige goods economy.
According to this model Grooved ware users were part of a complex society which
sought to competitively obtain exotic materials in order to maintain power relations.
This view of Late Neolithic society operates on a number of levels, firstly the notion of
stratified spheres of exchange, which allows some degree of interaction but tends to
view each sphere of interaction as bounded. The very use of a particular type of
ceramic, whether Grooved ware or Peterborough ware defines and restricts the cultural
identity of the group or community. On a broader level these communities are viewed
as a series of bounded polities, each having little interaction between neiéhbouring
areas, and more with distinct peer polities (Bradley and Chapman 1986). As noted

above, this view of cultures as a series of homogeneous bounded units, is untenable.
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Although the use of material culture is perceived here as active and generally
competitive, the meanings associated with that material culture are constraining.
Social groups become glossed simply as Grooved ware users.

A contextual approach to the nature of contrasting ceramic types in the Late
Neolithic was put forward by Thomas (1991, 96-99) here he notes that Grooved ware
along with Peterborough ware was employed spatially and contextually to make a
series of statements concerning the social and material world, such as those divisions
between individual and community, domestic and ritual. The interpretation of such
material statements drew on extreme structuralist oppositions and therefore limited the
meanings associated with the ceramic, as noted above meaning becomes both
homogenised and rigid. Furthermore the actual material differences of the pottery
class, in particular decoration, suggested that Grooved ware was involved in quite
different activities from those of Peterborough ware.

It appears then that the material distinctions between these ceramics need not
signal entirely different bounded cultures, rather as Thomas stresses in relating the two
pottery styles contextually, it would seem that Grooved ware is as much defined by its
context and material associations. According to Bradley's (1982, 1984) notion of
material culture circulating in a series of overlapping spheres of exchange, material is
seen to signal some form of social identity, here it is particularly important to retain an
understanding of the structured nature of material in different contexts, and for the
purposes of this study, to reconsider the importance of decoration as a crucial defining
element in the expression of cultural identity (Bradley 1982, 36). Social groups are
then defined by the material culture they use, while this can be seen as restricting, if
we consider that rather than a series of stratified and bounded spheres of exchange,
that material culture is used actively and contextually in order to emphasise a number

of socialised statements of identity then as Thomas notes in regard to Peterborough
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ware and Grooved ware (1996, 172), the contextual and knowledgeable use of

artefacts can be seen as an important means of constructing culture.
Grooved ware: decoration and the exotic

As noted above, Wainwright and Longworth primarily used decorative
technique as a means of distinguishing Grooved ware from other Later Neolithic
ceramics, and decoration as a means of distinguishing between sub-styles. Decoration
is of particular importance in the understanding of Grooved ware, since the decorative
elements used on this ceramic form are highly distinctive. While it is essential to
reconsider the structured nature of decoration on Grooved ware, at the same time
decoration has been used as a single defining element in a number of studies of
Grooved ware.

It has long been noted that the design of much Grooved ware decoration was
analogous to that on many other forms of material culture (Fig 1.2) such as the art on
Irish Passage graves (Piggott 1954, Longworth and Wainwright 1971, Shee Twohig
1981, Bradley 1984, 1989, Bradley and Chapman 1986, Cleal 1991), it also has a
strong relationship with the art found on other objects such as the Folkton drums
(Kinnes and Longworth 1985) and Garboldisham macehead (Edwardson 1965) and the
carved stone balls of northern Scotland (Edmonds 1992). It was the apparently
specialised, ritualised nature of the decoration which carried the study of Grooved
ware forward.

It became necessary then to account for the patterns found in the deposition of
Grooved ware within certain specific ritualised contexts, such as henges or pits. Thus
Richards and Thomas (1984) set out to re-examine the nature of activity within
Durrington Walls. Using the structure of decoration on complete vessels, a hierarchical

series of designs were formulated, drawing in part on the earlier formulations of
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Friedrich (1970), Plog (1980) and Hodder (1982a). The study noted firstly the
decoration/non-decoration of Grooved ware and secondly the boundedness/non-
boundedness of designs. It was noted that discrete patterns of material could be seen in
different parts of the post-circle structures found within the henge, this was further
found to concur with patterns of animal remains and flint and bone tools. Again, the
decoration of the Grooved ware was divorced from the vessel itself, and became a
means of signalling the differential use of decoration within the henge, this was partly
due to the fact that the categories defined previously by Longworth and Wainwright
were still retained in order to define the differences in decoration. These patterns were
related to the structured, ritual use of the henge and the internal ritual division of space
within the henge and its related structures. Despite the connection of these different
decorative schemes to different areas of the henge, and with differing concentrations of
animal bones and flint and bone tools, no link was made between decoration and the
form and fabric of individual vessels.

By emphasising ritual as the single means of structuring Grooved ware use, the
relationship between decoration, implicitly identified with ritual, and vessel function
was ignored. However, an approach which combines the two would have enabled a
clearer understanding of use and the relation of decoration to particular sorts of use.
While this approach was correct to stress the structured nature of the archaeological
record, its final conclusions reduced the structure simply to ritual action since the
central aim was to distinguish structured ritual action from unstructured domestic
action. However this familiar dichotomy belies the complexity of social action in
general, and as Barrett (1991a) notes ritual action will tend to draw on the everyday for
its effectiveness. Again, Grooved ware was used to define boundaries, albeit within
one site, since the meanings associated with the differences in decoration were

themselves bounded and rigidified.
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This approach to the study of Grooved ware has influenced a number of later
studies of the ceramic at a number of major ritual complexes such as the Sanctuary,
Overton Hill (Pollard 1992) and Woodhenge (Pollard 1995). In both cases the
approach seems to be the simple description and definition of patterning in space.
However, beyond this individual differences within Grooved ware assemblages are
little realised and the material is typically used as a means of identifying structured
activity, rather than describing the precise nature of this activity. Notably these later
studies of Grooved ware, while more concerned with how individual assemblages are
composed and used, do also appear to be preoccupied with the use of the ceramic in
defining boundaries, and this can in some ways be seen to mirror the concerns of an
earlier generation of scholars. Thus rather than examining the details and differences
within an assemblage, a single variable is isolated, such as decoration, and differences
within this variable are charted spatially in order to define spatial boundaries. While
these boundaries may have been in operation in the Neolithic, it is difficult to assess
functional differences within the assemblage, as the ceramic may be used to define
activity areas as much as symbolic space, although these need not be mutually
exclusive concepts.

Most of the detailed studies of Grooved ware have been undertaken on southern
English material. This is in some ways paradoxical since the clearest evidence for the
use of Grooved ware comes from Orkney, and as we shall see it is likely that the
ceramic form was used far earlier in this area. Thus from a southern English
perspective Grooved ware is seen as an explicitly ritual and exotic ceramic, in
opposition to the more domestic Peterborough ware (Bradley 1984, 59). It is also
simply one element of a complex late Neolithic repertoire that by the end of the late
Neolithic also includes Beakers. Furthermore, with its decorative reference to Irish
Passage grave art it is seen as an exotic ceramic. In short many of the assumptions

associated with Grooved ware have been made with reference to southern English
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material, where the ceramic is used in a quite different fashion to that of Late Neolithic

Orkney.

The Northern provinces: Grooved ware and Orkney

The nature of interaction between Orkney and the south was seen to be
problematic. While Piggott noted that Grooved ware appeared to have a northerly and
southerly distribution with concentrations in Orkney and Wessex and the Thames
valley (1954, 322) there appeared to be only sporadic find spots in between these areas
such as at Knappers Farm, Hedderwick and Glenluce (Robertson-Mackay 1951,
Stevenson 1948). Smith (1956, 171) saw the influence between the two areas as an
example of degeneration, with the movement of technically superior Grooved ware
from the south, with its technically inferior reinvention in the north.

This apparent distributional dichotomy led D.L Clarke (1970, 268) to suggest
the notion of parallel development in both provinces with the influences of Unstan
ware, Passage Grave art and Beakers in the north, and Peterborough ware and Beakers
in the south. Such a viewpoint stems from a necessity to define boundaries and isolate
cultural centres and peripheries. Surprisingly, this interpretation of the apparent
dichotomy between Grooved ware in the two areas draws heavily on the functionalism
and evolutionism of culture-history, in which apparently similar environmental
constraints in each case lead to the development of the same material object, a form of
cultural divergent evolution. This is especially surprising since Clarke as a major
proponent of a more rigorous scientific archaeology, based on the positivist position of
systems theory, eschewed the trappings of a normative culture-history approach.
However, here the interpretation is based on the assumption that a mixture of cultural
apparatus in two different areas may logically give rise to similar things, a clear case of

the problems of predictive scientific analysis. More recent studies have shown that this
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distributional discrepancy is false, with find spots of Grooved ware sites in the north of
England and south of Scotland very much evident (Manby 1974, MacSween 1996).
Furthermore, as Bradley (1984, 58) noted the radiocarbon dates from both areas reveal
a considerable time span between the initial use of Grooved ware in Orkney and its
inception in the south of England.

As we have seen above the history of Grooved ware studies is inextricably
bound up with the Orcadian material. The contexts and associations of material in
southern England, in particular pits and henges, have led to Grooved ware being
characterised as an overtly ritual and exotic ceramic. The contexts in which Grooved
ware is found in Orkney are quite different. Firstly, there are no pits to speak of within
the Orcadian Late Neolithic, although the ceramic is found in the ditch and hearth
deposits at the Stones of Stenness henge (Ritchie 1976). Further, as Thomas (1991, 99)
notes Grooved ware is never found in mortuary contexts in Mainland Britain, however
in Orkney Grooved ware appears to be a common component of mortuary assemblages
in Passage graves and late chambered tombs, such as the Passage graves of Quoyness
(Childe 1951b) Quanterness (Renfrew 1979) and Pierowall (Sharples 1984) and the
chambered tombs of Isbister (Hedges 1983) and Taversoe Tuick (see Davidson and
Henshall 1989, 74). Probably the most remarkable depositional location is that of
Grooved ware in the numerous stone built settlements which characterise the Late
Neolithic in Orkney. After the recognition of Skara Brae, Mainland as Late Neolithic,
and the subsequent excavation of a well stratified and comparable material sequence
from Rinyo, Rousay, the correlation of Grooved ware with such settlements was

affirmed.
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Summing Up

The view of Grooved ware as a unified, homogeneous bounded culture has a
genealogy stretching back to Childe, and despite various reformulations, such as those
by Wainwright and Longworth, this notion has remained largely intact. We have seen
that in southern England Grooved ware has been constructed in relation to both
Peterborough ware and beakers. Curiously, the initial chronological and material
identification of Grooved ware was possibly due to its contextual association with
Peterborough ware. It would seem that the notion of Grooved ware as a unified
bounded culture, is no longer tenable, rather we appear to be seeing the contemporary
use of ceramics in particular contexts. This is a point noted both by Bradley (1982,
1984) and Thomas (1991, 1996).

The perception of Grooved ware as being predominantly associated with both
the ritual and the exotic has been constructed in relation to Grooved ware in the south
of England. As this has confounded closer and more detailed analysis of the way in
which the ceramic is used on a day to day basis, it seems profitable then to examine
the rich evidence from Orcadian settlements as well as other contexts, in order to
explore the ways in which the ceramic is recontextualised both within and between
these contexts.

Overall, I would suggest there are a number of basic problems with the way in
which Grooved ware is studied. These are highlighted most clearly by Cleal (1992)
who notes that ceramics are very rarely presented as functioning objects. It would
appear that a large bias has been placed on the examination of either decorative
features, morphological features or fabric, without any coherent analysis of all of these
features. It is only by examining all aspects of an assemblage that a fuller

understanding of individual vessels within that assemblage may be understood.



28

The aim of this study, is to examine the way in which a single assemblage
functions, to note the differences and variabilities between material in the way in
which Grooved ware is produced, used and deposited. This will enable a clearer
understanding of the kinds of social practices involved in the creation of material
biographies, and the way in which this relates to the creation of particular forms of

cultural identity.



Chapter Two

Social Worlds of Knowledge: material culture and identity in theory

and practice

Introduction

This chapter sets out to examine in more detail the relationship between culture,
identity and the production, use and consumption of things. This is an essential
departure point for a broader examination of these ideas in relation to the production
and use of Grooved ware in Orkney and in particular at Barnhouse. The problem of the
production of things and their relationship to the cultural was a strong element of
Childe's work. In the ‘Social worlds of knowledge' (1949) he espoused the view that
the knowledge of how-to-do-things was transmitted through learning networks, from
generation to generation. He was acutely aware that there was a link between the
organisation of a culture and its material production and reproduction. However his
view of the mechanisms by which this operated led to an essentially conservative view
of cultural production which saw innovation as being external to the cultural system.
Importantly, he maintained that during the Neolithic the relationship between ‘'mind
and matter, society and nature, subject and object....had never been finally torn apart'
(ibid.,19). This notion grounds the production and use of things very closely to people.

In order to understand the way in which the production and use of things is
linked more closely to identity then it is essential to retain this basic idea. Indeed,
Jones (1995, 1997) has argued that identity is inscribed through habitus, the habitual
structures of action which serve to reproduce the social structures of society (cf.

Bourdieu 1977), and here the relationship between the material world and these
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habitual symbolic structures is integral, since it is by practically drawing on the
surrounding material representations of these structures that habitus is reproduced. Of
course within Bourdieu's conception of the habitus the structure may be restructured
through reflective social action, and it is this which must be seen as an important point
of departure. While Childe was correct to stress the use of the surrounding
environment as a medium for the production and use of material culture, this need not
lead to conservatism, but may in fact also be the instrument of change.

Such a point shifts the emphasis away from explaining why things change and
places the emphasis instead on an examination of the mechanisms by which things
remain the same. If we consider that material culture is used as an active medium for
the expression of ideas related to the social structure, which may represent stasis or
change, then we see that the examination of the relationship between material culture,
social change and identity, involves a series of active expressions of identity, or
representations (Jones 1997, 125). Jones suggests that in order to adequately examine
the representation of identity through material culture, a contextual apprdach must be
taken which examines the differences in material culture in both space and time. A
further point needs to be made concerning the nature of representation and identity; it
is essential to realise that identities are overlapping and a single individual may
embody a whole series of socialised identities simultaneously, or at different times
through the life of the individual (Thomas 1996, 212). What is more, if we consider
that such identities may be overlapping then the symbols involved in the expression of
such identities may also overlap, and may be used to symbolise a whole series of
different things simultaneously. Cohen (1985) makes a similar point in relation to the
use of symbols by communities. He suggests that the very mode by which
communities are held together socially is through the deployment of symbols which

may be read in multiple ways by different members of that community. Thus symbols
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are used as a representation of community, and need only be recognised as such by
those who understand them as representing a particular community.

This allows us to see that while symbols may be used as a means of defining
community, it is only through their active use within particular contexts that they are
recognised as such. At other times they may be used across the boundaries of groups
with different identities (cf. also Barth 1969, 1987). Since one of the major properties
of material culture is its use in symbolising multiple meanings (Shanks and Tilley
1987), it therefore provides an important symbolic medium for the expression and
representation of different kinds of identity. What is more, these identities may be
represented in a number of ways, either actively or through habitual action. Thus it is
the habitual structures of daily social action, and the production and use of material
culture within these structures, which serves to define the identity of an individual,
group or community, and it is the visible and observable habitual way of doing things
which serves to define them for those outside the bounds of the group.

This approach has been adopted here, however there are a number of other
points which it would be cogent to make in this regard. If we are to examine the way in
which the identity expressed through material culture is expressed contextually, the
biography of the object must be taken into account, since a biography encompasses the
identity of both person and thing through time, in other words it is the history of
identity. What is more, a detailed account of such a biography must encompass a view
of the categorisation of material culture as contingent and fluid. Adopting such a view
means that we are able to more adequately examine how material culture is used and
categorised in practice, a process which encompasses the representation of identity,
and is drawn on in reproducing material culture. In the following section I will
examine the ways in which identity is inscribed in material culture, through the
identification of the production and use of material culture with place, with memory

and with particular forms of social organisation.
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Ceramics and a biography of things

Traditionally, artefacts have been studied according to an archaeological
programme which creates a sharp distinction between objects and the people who
constructed and used them. This distinction is bound up in the process of
objectification in which material form is given to cognitive processes of
representation. This may be culturally determined, and the distinction between object
and subject need not always be so rigid (Miller 1987, 109). A rigid distinction between
these two states has largely dominated the practice of archaeology up until recently.
Artefacts are of course decontextualised, separated temporally from those who
originally made them, used them and gave them meaning. This is seen to be an
apparent fact, a problematic of the nature of archaeological enquiry and the
archaeological record itself.

Nevertheless ethnographic studies have drawn attention to the fact that objects
are often treated as subjects and are therefore perceived as inseparable from their
owners despite their circulation in high level exchanges (Thomas 1991, Weiner 1992).
This much has been apparent since the pioneering work of both Mauss (1925) and
Malinowski (1922). The nature of the cultural and cognitive link between subjects and
objects may take a number of forms. As Douglas (1967) notes the human body is a
principle axis around which the individual categorises the world; it is therefore natural
that where objects are perceived as anthropomorphised, they should be categorised
accordingly. This is particularly interesting in the case of ceramics since Barley (1995,
85) notes that pots, ethnographically and according to western parlance, are often

“categorised according to terms normally reserved for the human body.

While archaeologists rationalise and define the boundaries of material culture

both spatially and temporally in a process of ordering, classifying and presumably

understanding the material they study, it would appear that this bounded perspective



33

on material is very much a product of western thought processes (Kopytoff 1986, 61).
In order to establish a greater understanding of how material is created, used, thought
about, and ultimately deposited we need to reconceptualise our approaches to studying
material culture.

The use of objects within different contexts enable the meaning attached to them
to be transformed or changed (Hodder 1986, Shanks and Tilley 1987). An artefact may
change its meaning a number of times throughout its life. How can this aspect of an
artefacts existence be studied archaeologically, since by their very nature,
archaeological deposits represent the end of an artefacts use-life? It remains, however
that archaeological deposits, layers, spreads, pits etc. are material representations of
the final spatial, physical and conceptual categories by which material was perceived
and utilised. These deposits may give an indication of the generalised use-life of
material. However this is not adequate, since objects undergo a considerable series of
social and physical changes throughout their life, which may result in their
recategorisation.

Other ways in which the varied use-life of an object might be determined would
involve examinations of use wear and the mode by which they are curated. Such a
process of repair and curation has been observed in relation to Neolithic ceramics
(Cleal 1987) Furthermore a variety of chemical analytical techniques may reveal the
nature of the objects use in life (see chapters 6 and 7). Such observations may enable
an interpretation of the meanings associated with the object at particular points in its
use-life enabling us to understand the genealogical of the object (Bradley 1990a,
Skeates 1995). From a practical point of view it is possible to determine both episodes
of use, reuse and the possible meanings associated with them, by a number of well
established techniques.

However, having determined such processes, we are still at a remove from the

way in which the object was socially perceived at various stages of its life. Recent
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studies have shown that, ethnographically, objects are conceptualised as having lives.
That is, their production and use can be seen as parallel in many ways to that of any
living thing. Artefacts are created, they have a finite use-life, they become worn and
are then discarded or deposited. This process is analogous to the process of birth, life
and death of a human or animal species. As such we can perceive ways in which
objects may become closely identified with both individuals and groups of people
through production, use and consumption. A biographical perspective on artefact use,
has noted the differing regimes of value which the artefact undergoes. Such a process
is characterised by Kopytoff (1986) as singularisation and commoditisation; an artefact
becomes, by turn 'priceless’ or worthless. According to the value attached to the object,
it may by turns be unexchangeable, or easily exchanged. This process may be seen as
encompassing both the social value and meaning given to the object. Notably the
process of valuation and revaluation will often involve the construction of elaborate
metaphorical and metonymical systems as a means of referring to the artefact in its
different states. This is an essential point to consider when examining the construction
of biographies, indeed the specific nature of a biography may refer to a metaphorical
process.

Such an approach to material culture has been favoured in a series of recent
studies of the Neolithic. Both Edmonds (1995) and Thomas (1996) are concerned to
stress the apparent overlap between object and subject. Edmonds has demonstrated the
importance of considering the representational activities associated with the
production of stone tools, based primarily on the chaine operatoire of Lemonnier
(1991, 1992) whereby the 'shape’ of technology is seen to be as much determined by
the symbolic system of social groups, as by the extreme pragmatism of functional
considerations. Edmonds, like Thomas, stresses the role of material culture in shaping
the nature of identity. Identities are seen to be constructed through the juxtaposition

and manipulation of sets of artefacts. This position, while useful, partly stems from the
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nature of archaeological deposits, in which the structured deposit, either burial, hoard
or refuse, is the primary point from which the past is reconstructed. Thus Thomas
stresses the differing character of deposits containing a variety of 'prestige' objects as
part of the process of constructing identities. Although Thomas notes that the
biographies of artefacts are important in shaping the identities which are represented in
deposition, he tends to reify deposition as being the crucial point at which those
identities are expressed. Tilley's (1996) account of object use and deposition stresses
the life of the object and the way it is perceived in relation to other objects, and other
contexts. This account re-emphasises the thing as object of study, while also referring
to its use in the construction of types of biography.

While all of these accounts discuss the functionality of objects to some degree,
the wider changing biography of an object over its lifetime is less emphasised, beyond
the role of objects within networks of exchange. The works of Mauss and Malinowski
have traditionally determined the discussion surrounding the biography of objects, and
studies have tended to focus on the wide scale exchange of prestige objects. However
this emphasis on prestige objects has meant that little attention has focused on the
biographies and circulation of everyday objects. Such a focus on the prestige nature of
exchanges, typically undertaken by men, has been perceived as androcentric, and
recent studies of the production and localised circulation of material culture has
emphasised the role gender plays in structuring the relations of production and the
socialised perception of objects (Strathern 1988, Mackenzie 1991). As Mackenzie
demonstrates, it is essential to understand both the processes and relations of
production in order to understand its social biography. Such an approach allows the
possibility of understanding the transformation in meaning associated with material
culture as objects move from production to circulation.

Thus, the archaeological accounts of the biography of things offered by
Edmonds (1995), Thomas (1996) and Tilley (1996), in part suffer from this early
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emphasis on prestige objects, and, furthermore, the life of an object may well be
reduced to function and exchange. Edmonds stresses production, Tilley stresses use,
while Thomas favours deposition. In order to write a more satisfying account of the
use-life of artefacts, and the representation of socialised identities which their lives
encompass, it is essential to combine these accounts. If we consider that identities are
constructed and maintained through the habitual structures in which material culture

mediates, then all aspects of an objects life must be examined.
The Construction of Material Culture: Place and Identity

It is essential to realise that the natural world is appropriated socially and
culturally and that the perception of nature is an act of classification, in which natural
forms are socialiy inscribed; thus geological, botanical, zoological and climatic
occurrences are all socially classified. The initial appropriation of natural products
used in the technological processes of production is itself an active part of the
classification process. Nature is not homogeneous. As a part of the classified and lived
human world it is heterogeneous, and various features of it will possessc a multitude
of different meanings. This approach to the way in which, as archaeologists, we
understand the socialised classification of the landscape has been broadly termed
phenomenological, and embraces an understanding of human experience as being (
intimately involved in the process of actively interpreting, and being in, the material
world (Tilley 1993, Thomas 1996).

In order to examine the way in which the natural world is appropriated in the
construction of material culture it is essential to look at the relationship between ideas
of identity and particular places within the lived landscape. Places are part of the
socially classified landscape. Through the alteration and inhabitation of specific

places, people are implicated in the land (Gow 1995), and as such different places are



37

imbued with meaning. What is more, through the history of inhabitation, places also
become identified with particular people (Weiner 1991). This understanding of place,
which sees places bound up in the history and identity of people, also means that the
inhabitation of place is characterised by particular memories. Casey (1987) notes the
way in which memories are place specific, indeed activities within a particular place
are an important part of the act of remembrance. This is particularly relevant to the
way in which we view the procurement and use of materials for pottery production.

The procurement of materials has often been perceived as a constraint on
ceramic production (Arnold 1985). Arnold, operating in a paradigm which views
human experience of space as homogeneous, suggests that pottery production and
distribution networks will be constrained by the necessary procurement of materials.
Such a constraint is seen to have a direct effect on the organisation and scale of
production. He has furthermore been concerned to examine the nature of the categories
involved in the procurement and use of pottery temper from an ‘emic' perspective
(Arnold 1971). This 'ethnomineralogical’' approach was concerned with defining and
relating archaeologically observable data with native categories. Interestingly, while
physical attributes such as colour and hardness were seen as important, one of the
main means of categorising material was by source (ibid., 27). Both the material and
the source were bound up in a single idea of place which defined how it was employed
materially.

If we view the landscape as made up of different kinds of place, each associated
with different memories and identities, then we see that the use and incorporation of
materials from different places is an important means by which, through production,
the identity of material culture may be fixed. Certain materials may be imbued with
cultural and symbolic importance, and their inclusion need not then result solely from
functionalist pragmatics, but may involve the articulation of wider cultural perceptions

of the appropriate use of specific materials (Tacon 1991). Thus, it would appear that
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while physically suitable materials are necessary for the construction of certain
artefacts, physical properties need not be the only thing to structure the use of
materials in cultural production. The production of material firstly involves a process
of acquiring the physically and culturally appropriate materials for the task, which may
in itself involve a process of exchange between social groups, possibly between
boundaries defined by age, gender or kinship (Mackenzie 1991). Further, the
incorporation of materials from a series of different places may be an important means
of expressing, through production, particular types of identity (cf. Munn 1986,
Battaglia 1991).

The Categorisation of the Material World

As noted above, the production of material culture requires a human engagement
with the natural world. It is essential to note that the creation and recreation of objects
takes place within a socialised setting, thus the production of any form of material
culture is a process of social representation (Lemmonnier 1992). The creation of
material forms involves a series of constraints, partially determined by the physical
nature of the material used, although many of these constraints are social in nature.
Indeed these socialised constraints may be a more powerful means of determining how
a technology works (Pfaffenberger 1988).

The main constituent of pottery is obviously clay which is known for its
malleable and plastic properties. Nevertheless, as Barrett (1991b) notes the moulding
of clay into pots takes a series of culturally and temporally definable forms. This
clearly illustrates the way in which social factors are a powerful means by which the
production of material may be constrained through the process of material
categorisation. The relationship between the technology of production and the

functional use of objects is traditionally seen as unproblematic. The simplistic



39

correlation of attributes such as form and function were, and to some extent still are,
seen as essential in explaining the variability in artefact assemblages and in attributing
behavioural and adaptational validity within the positivist framework of processual
archaeology (Binford 1973, Plog 1980, Braun 1983).

However as Miller (1985, 53) notes the simple correlation of certain vessel
features with function is confounded by the use of the same vessel form for entirely
different functions both within and between social groups. Millers study of pottery
production in Central India involved the examination of a series of variables such as
vessel colour and morphology and their association with structuring principles such as
caste, gender and the structured consumption of food. This approach to the
categorisation of material culture suggests that, rather than a simplistic correlation
between form and function, material culture may be categorised according to a
complex symbolic framework which involves the categorisation of material according
to a series of different symbolic axes. Several axes will be drawn on in social action at
culturally specific moments, thus the categorisation of vessels in use are context
specific.

The relationship between form and function is not simply ordered according to
universal rules of common sense, but is embedded within culturally specific symbolic
structures which are articulated in practice through a complex series of categorisation
procedures. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the production of pottery where a
series of cultural choices must be articulated through the medium of clay (Lemonnier
1991). Both Boast (1990) and Barrett (1991b) suggest that such categories are created
and sustained through social practice. This shifts the emphasis from categories as ideal
types which are drawn on as part of a cultural template for action, to show rather the
contingent nature of categorisation and emphasises the production of categories as a
form of knowledgeable social action. Here Boast (1990, 181) considers the role of

'dimensions of variability' in the definition of categories. Here he notes that it is not
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only the possession of specific characteristics of material culture which are important
in their categorisation, but the variation of these characteristics along a scale. It is the
variation of certain characteristics which may-affect both the categorisation and
recategorisation of objects. The variatioﬁ of things along various 'dimensions of
variability' :is ‘a useful way of thinking about the overlapping nature of social
categories.

A similar approach to categorisation was developed by Kempton (1981) who
employed the notion of prototype theory, already important in cognitive psychology
(see Lakoff 1987), to understand the way in which material objects are categorised.
Kempton notes that artefacts are categorised according to extremely contingent
processes. Artefacts are categorised according to their relative relationship to a
categorical whole, or prototype. Such an approach accounts for the 'fuzziness' by
which material culture forms are in practice both produced and categorised in daily
use. The variation of objects along 'dimensions of variability' are one means by which
objects are, more or less, related to the prototype, and are more or less members of a
category of objects. This fluidity of categorisation allows u§ to see that categories may
vary depending on the particular 'dimensions of variability' used to categorise them, as
such an interesting aspect of Kemptons' study is the point that variable aspects of
categories are chosen in the process of categorisation across certain boundaries of
gender, age and social outlook. This powerfully suggests that categories are thus
reproduced both according to context and social identity.

While objects during production may be seen as morphologically similar, it is
during their use that they will be categorised. Here we may see a range of vessels with
quite different forms being categorised under one broad classificatory heading. It is
necessary then to understand both the ways that categories are created in practice and
the mode by which those categories are employed in use. It is therefore essential to

understand both the mode by which objects are produced and the social relations of
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production if we are to understand the full range of uses of an object. Here use should
be seen to encompass the mode by which material categories are drawn on in social
practice. Objects can be understood to be socialised in a similar way to human beings.
This socialisation process embodies Bourdieu's notion of habitus (1977). Here while
categories are culturally specific, they appear as naturalised through their everyday
encounter, and it is by this process that objects become socially categorised. It is
essential to understand then the way in which a pot is categorised in production and
how this relates to categories employed in use. As Cleal (1992) indicates the categories
involved in the material form of a pot may relate to their perceived use. However, this
cannot be seen as a concrete and deterministic relationship, and pots may easily be
recategorised in use. In certain circumstances the use of the pot may determine the way
in which it is categorised, especially if it contains a substance which is considered
polluting (c.f Braithwaite 1982). This study aims to examine the way in which such
biographies are transformed from production, through use, ahd finally to deposition.
Thus, the way in which categories of material are maintained and reproduced or

reworked are related to processes of social change.
The social relations of production

In order to determine the way in which the categorisation of pottery is initiated,
it is necessary to examine not only the material forms of pots created in production,
but also the social relations involved in the production process. A number of
interesting archaeological studies have been undertaken in order to examine the
proposition that the patterning of material culture may relate to particular sets of social
relations. In particular, the innovative work of Deetz (1968), Hill (1970) and Longacre
(1981, 1985) stands out. These studies were concerned with the way in which the

production of ceramics may be related to particular sections of a social group. Thus
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specific characteristics of such ceramics could be mapped both spatially and
temporally enabling a concomitant mapping of social groupings. Deetz (1968) was
concerned to suggest that material culture quantified in such a way enabled particular
kinship configurations to be mapped spatially, while the rules of descent associated
with such kinship groups could also be determined through the study of the patterning
of material culture characteristics through time.

This approach was realised in its most detailed form in Hill's study of Broken K
Pueblo, Arizona (1970). Here, through the quantification of specific design features on
pottery, Hill was able to assert that the organisation of pottery production and indeed
the community itself was related to two moieties, with matrilineal descent rules,
through the transmission of knowledge from mother to daughter. Such an approach
perceives an unproblematic relationship between material culture patterning and the
social organisation of the society who created the material. However, recent critiques
of this reading of the archaeological record point out that no such unproblematic
relationship exists (Patrik 1985), moreover the archaeological record is problematised
by the social relations which created it, which may involve a series of differing and
negotiable power relations rather than an uncontentious unitary social identity which
may be simply read from material patterns. Although Arnold (1989) realises that there
are problems with modelling descent and residence groups from material culture
patterns, he sets out to demonstrate that a kinship model of learning can account for
the transmission of ceramic style. While he successfully demonstrates that residence
and kinship groups may be one means by which pottery styles may be transmitted, he
suggests a dichotomy between the fabrication of pottery which involves the long term
learning of particular motor habits, and the decoration of pottery which are derived
from cognitive knowledge.

This conclusion is useful in indicating that the production of material culture

may be transmitted through kin based learning networks, however this does not
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explain why the transmission of knowledge associated with the production of material
culture is the same from one generation to generation another. It is necessary to
explain the maintenance of material forms as well as the change in material forms.

The production of ceramics involves a process of learning. The social relations
involved in production as well as their physical and material forms are bound up in
this learning process./It is by such a process of material and social embeddedness, that
knowledge actually becomes embodied. Connerton (1989) notes that the embodied
nature of knowledge is one means by which memory is recalled, thus the production
and use of the pot may involve a process of recall. It is in this way that a biography is
created, as the memory of the events and identities associated with the objects
production are drawn on in use, and the memory of both of these are drawn on in
deposition (Rowlands 1993). The physical materialisation of such socialised categories
as technique, materials and decoration within the body of the object enable these
aspects of the object to be later reproduced as an act of remembrance. Such an act may
be drawing relations of affinity with objects associated with past kin or lineage
members. This is one of the processes involved in the decision to reproduce or change
a material category. The very presence and familiarity of both everyday and special
ceramics means they may represent the most obvious template for the reproduction of
fresh categories of material. It is the operation of this process which is archaeologically
visible in the patterning of similar pot forms and decorations, as noted by Deetz (1968)
rather than the simple transmission of style.

Rather than seeing the patterning of material culture as simple and uncontentious
correlates of residence pattern and descent rules, the production of ceramics may be
used to express a number of different possible relationships. Such relationships may be
articulated in a number of ways, in particular I wish to examine the way in which these
relationships are represented materially. The use of particular types of material,

techniques and decorative motifs may be used in expressing relations of affinity or
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difference. The use of these devices may be involved in the expression power
relations, structured by kinship, gender or age, in short a series of overlapping social
identities.

As Jones (1997, 123-4) notes, a number of material means may be used to
express affinities with previous categories of material, produced by past generations,
and it is such relations of affinity and difference which produce the material patterns
which archaeologists observe, and which may involve the expression of identities.
Social relations may actually be constructed through acts of production, and thus
reproduced. This is particularly important if an object is considered as multi-authored,
as there may be a tension in what is being socially expressed by each author
(Mackenzie 1991). Material culture and its production is thus a powerful means for
expressing specific social relations and as Munn (1986, 141) notes in relation to the
construction of canoes on Gawa, the use of materials considered td be symbolically

male and female may be perceived as materially cementing specific social relations.
Style, function and representation

The approach I wish to take here views both function and style as necessary and
inseparable features of the same vessel. Style is thus an amorphous dimension
embodied in a number of different elements of pottery manufacture. Style, may be
inherent in the rim, base, through decorative motifs, or in the overall morphology of
the vessel. Such an approach need not involve the collapsing of style into function, as
Sackett (1977) suggests. Style is not simply another means of cultural adaptation.

Many studies have attempted to explore the way in which style 'functions, of
particular note are the social interaction theories of Deetz (1968), Friedrich (1970) and
Plog (1980) and the information exchange theory of Wobst (1977). In the first, the

simplistic relationship between similarities in style and the proximity of individuals
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effectively transmits the given style from one generation to the next, from one
community to the next. Again this concept is framed within a positivist view of the
archaeological record which assumes that such relationships are unconsciously
mapped onto the material which is then simply read from the archaeological record.
The second theory, formulated by Wobst (1977) suggests that the function of style is a
means of differentiating within and between social groups, thus style functions as a
medium of information exchange. Here the primary function of style is as a device
involved in materially condensing information and in signalling difference. While this
theory involves a more active approach to material culture, it nevertheless incorporates
a pragmatic determinism in suggesting that the existence and function of style is solely
in the domain of defining group differences.

Ceramic decoration is typically seen as an essential component of pottery style,
while some studies have considered the reasons for the decoration of pots (David et al
1991). I would prefer to draw back from approaches which specify reasons for ceramic
decoration, as it would appear uncontentious that many motifs on pottery surfaces are
highly abstract, and their meaning will thus be highly ambiguous (Munn 1973, Morphy
1991). Decoration, like style, may function as cultural transmitter, communicator,
ethnic identifier, boundary identifier etc. However these particular aspects are context
specific, and all or none of these may operate at different times and places. The use of
a particular decorative motif on a vessel of specific form may as much be associated
with the efficacy of the vessel, as with the various functional and morphological

properties of the pot. The decorative features of the vessel are inseparable from the

functional. Indeed properties such as decoration and colour may be essential for the

categorical definition of the vessel. For instance, Boast (1990, 117) notes that the
category of 'Beaker' is determined firstly by shape, to distinguish it from other
contemporary ceramic forms such as Grooved ware, and secondly by decoration to

distinguish within a variety of Beaker types.
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Formal analysis of ceramic decoration, derived from the work of Friedrich
(1970), sought to explore the structuring principles by which pottery is decorated.
Work concentrating on Neolithic material from both Sweden (Tilley 1984) and
Holland (Hodder 1982a) has stressed the way in which decorative motifs and their
structure and complexity on ceramics are related to the negotiation of a series of
differing and often contrasting principles within society. Such studies, while stressing
specific components of pottery decoration, tend to divorce the decoration of ceramics
from their other morphological and functional attributes. If we consider the point that
these aspects of the pot are inseparable, then the functional and morphological
attributes of the pot are also important contexts for difference. Such an approach, in
the notation and definition of pottery decoration, has been employed in British
Neolithic contexts and especially in the study of Grooved ware (Richards and Thomas
1984, Richards 1993b). However, rather than an understanding of decorative
complexity as indicating wider social complexities, the diffefences were seen to stress
underlying divisions involved in the specific ritual use of the ceramic.

Again such an approach, while useful in determining a difference within the
assemblage and their contextual associations, divorces the decoration from the
morphological and functional aspects, as noted in chapter 1. While these approaches
are interesting in stressing the way in which ceramic decoration is structured by
underlying structuring principles, the relationship between these principles and overall
decorative structure appears to be seen as unproblematic. Although Tilley (1984)
stresses the ideological nature of decorative structure, the ambiguous nature of
decoration is underplayed. While decorative structure may involve the material
cementing of structuring principles, I suggest that these involve the representation of a
series of ideas referring to the culturally appropriate categorisation of material.

Anthropologically, such ideas have been explored in a different medium. In the

architectural sculpture of the Kwoma of Papua New Guinea (Bowden 1992) house
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sculpture, within the male cult house, is seen to embody and represent the contrasting
principles of male aggression and procreation. Such principles are also seen to be
embedded in the cosmology of this particular society, as understood by men. Thus
decoration can be seen as embedding cosmological principles of order, while also
communicating to a specific body of people, with a specific social identity.

In this case the full symbolic comprehension of the meaning associated with such
representations is structured by age, and the rituals of knowledge associated with
progression through various life stages. So, while material representations may be
visible, their full meaning may be filtered through relations of gender and age.

Similar principles may be applicable to pottery, while the relative visibility of
different pots within the settlement may structure the way in which they are perceived
and used by different members of society; this perception may well be structured by
age and gender (Sterner 1989). Representation is both active, in that it is can be used to
define differences between people of different identity, or it may be passive and its full
meaning may not be understood beyond the confines of a group with a particular
identity. The stylistic and morphological aspects of a pot may embody a whole series
of cultural representations, expressing the cosmological relations involved in the use
of material within the pot, the social relations involved in the pots production, the
categorical relations involved in the material aspects of the pot, such as size, shape and
volume, themselves structured by cosmology and the cosmological relations embodied
in the appropriate use of different decorative elements on pots of different form.

Thus the duality constructed between function/form and style/decoration is a
false one, and both should be seen to structure the other. The process by which the pot
is decorated, as well as being part of the categorical definition of the pot, should also
be seen as an act of representation. Rather than seeing decoration as simply being
communicative or as defining bouhdaries, as a representation of social reality it should

be seen as far more fluid, having quite different meanings to the people who made,
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used and lived with the pot in different contexts. As noted above, social identities are
embedded in just such habitual symbolic structures, and the identity involved in
decorative representation may actively be drawn on at different times in mapping

distinctions both within and between social groups.
The spatial categorisation of pottery

It has been noted previously that architectural constructions effectively embed
culturally specific cosmologies through the act of construction and the ordering of
space. The relationship between architecture and order has long been noted by social
anthropologists as a means by which the cosmological classification of houses cement
certain ideals through their construction. Probably, the most developed of these
studies, is Bourdieu's analysis of the Berber house (1973). Bourdieu demonstrated, in
this instance, the way in which the orientation of the house and objects within the
house, reproduced the structural logic by which both the house is organiséd and the
way the inhabitants move around and occupy the house. This process not only
cemented a particular cosmology, but also naturalised a particular set of social
relations.

Thus architecture may be considered as a template for social action, however
action also draws on architecture and may transform or reorder the way space is
perceived, for example, through the temporalised nature of specific activities. The
spatialised and temporalised use of pottery may be a further means by which
architectural divisions are defined. Further, the ordering of space may relate to notions
of purity and cleanliness, thus the use of vessels in certain regions of space classified
in this manner may be another means by which the social perceptions of pottery may
be embedded. It is notable here that spatial categories are not inherent within the

house, rather they are reproduced through action. This is an important point realised by
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a number of authors (Bourdieu 1973, Moore 1986, Donley-Reid 1990), and is best
expressed in the notion of the house as a 'structuring structure', where action draws on
the symbolic classification of architecture, while also structuring the way in which
architecture is experienced.

Therefore architecture and space serve as one means by which the categorisation
of pottery forms are structured through social practice. Here different attributes of
pottery categories, such as vessel size and decorative motif may be employed in the
social definition of space. Furthermore the spatialised classification of pottery may be
a further means of mapping the broader biography of a vessel from its place of
production, to use and finally deposition.

Such an approach to the symbolic construction of space is especially relevant in
the discussion of the use of pottery in the Orcadian Neolithic, where the placement of
the hearth in a central location in Late Neolithic houses and the orientation of activities
around the hearth enable a very clear understanding of how pottery categories may be
articulated in practice (see chapters 7 and 9 for an interpretation of the spatial

categorisation of Grooved ware).
Production, consumption and the social uses of pottery

The relationship between production and consumption is itself problematic,
since the production of material culture involves socialised acts of representation. In
many societies the acts of production and consumption are often spatially, temporally
and socially separated, therefore objects may not always be consumed by the people
who produced them. However, the relationship between production and consumption
in small scale societies is clearer; while acts of representation will occur in the process
of production, as noted above, things are produced for the consumption and use of

individuals who either made them or are related through ties of kinship. However,
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there may be some dislocation between producer and consumer. Indeed, both the
processes of production and consumption may be surrounded by prescriptive rules
involving the categorisation of people, for instance the exclusion of potters and smiths
in certain African societies (Herbert 1993, Barley 1995). The production of objects by
particular people may be one means by which an objects is socially categorised.

However, what I wish to explore in terms of the Grooved ware of Orkney is the
way in which the production of specific pottery forms and sizes may relate to
particular social relations. Pottery production is a social activity, and the morphology
of pottery may partly reflect this. The production of vessels will tend to reflect the
perceived necessary capacity of the vessel in use. Thus, the volumetric capacity and
the relative frequency of different types of vessel may enable a closer understanding of
the size of the social group using the vessels and also the mode by which the social
group uses the pottery.

Surprisingly little attention has been paid to volumetric analyses of pottery.
Volume was utilised by Barrett (1980) to determine the different sizes of classes of
Bronze Age Deverel-Rimbury pottery. However the subsequent analysis of the
particular classes of pottery paid little attention to the use of volume in determining
and structuring pottery assemblages. However, a recent and innovative study of vessel
volumes by Woodward (1996) suggests that vessel volumes may not only provide
information concerning the function of vessels, but also allow an insight into the social
identity involved in the use of different vessels. Following Miller (1985), Woodward's
approach involves quantifying vessel volumes. She then employs the range of volumes
within a given assemblage as an index of complexity. Assemblage complexity, for
Woodward, provides an increased understanding of the social identities represented in
the production and use of pottery in different contexts.

This approach is extremely useful and enables us to consider a pottery

assemblage as a representation of a particular set of social practices. However, this



51

project is fraught with difficulties since, due to the fragmentary nature of the
archaeological record, the determination of a complete or whole assemblage is
problematic (De Boer and Lathrap 1979). The reconstruction of 'real' pottery
assemblages at particular points in the life of a site is the underlying aim of most use-
life studies. However this is further frustrated by complexities of dating and
stratigraphy, as well as the possibility of re-use and re-categorisation. It would seem
that ultimately the 'demography’' of pottery at archaeological sites must be seen as
relative, and indeed the ordering of pottery will ultimately depend on a culturally
specific understanding of the way in which the material world operates.

Thus the assemblage from a site must be considered as given. However, the
contextual association of pottery with specific features and structures can be taken into
consideration in determining the structure of the assemblage and the way in which
different types of pottery are socially utilised. These considerations aside, volumetric
analysis can still be undertaken both as a mieans of d'rawing. distinctions between
pottery in a given assemblage and also in understanding the socialised use of pottery,
both in the preparation of food and its consumption. By determining the use of certain
vessels and the kind of socialised contexts they are used in, it may be possible to note
the nature of social relations being expressed in particular instances.

Through a carefully considered study of particular categories of pottery, and
their relative occurrence and spatial and contextual associations, a form of
grammatical structure for the assemblage may be built up. This need not involve a
rigid semiotic or textual approach to material culture in which the structure of the
assemblage is seen as an embodiment of underlying structuring principles. Rather, as I
have noted in the discussion above both categories and meaning may be fluid, and the
structure of an ‘assemblage can at best be described as relational.

The production of ceramics for a particular task is an act of cultural

representation, in which a set of social relations are being objectified materially. It is
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the contextual and practical use of various pottery forms which define vessel
categories and the relation between the practical use of these forms is an essential area
of this study. The complexity and combination of an assemblage of ceramics,
specifically those employed in the social relations of serving and consuming food, will
almost certainly reflect or represent a particular set of social relations. This is an
especially important point as regards pottery and food consumption, production and
storage, as the organisation of cuisine around the meal is an important way of
expressing relationships between people, thus acts of sharing or the division of food
will be reflected in the pottery containers produced for a particular task.

Food is itself a form of cultural expression, and the mode by which it is
consumed and with whom, is a powerful means of expressing social relations (Douglas
1973). Meals may be seen as structured activities which express on a number of
planes, notions of cosmology, identity and specific types of social relations (Deetz
1977, Johnson 1994, 1995, Orlove 1994). Thus the production of specific forms of
pottery for Athe maintenance of such forms of cultural expression may enable a
determination of the ordering and complexity of meals themselves and the social
relations expressed in the use of pottery in specific acts of consumption. However,
importantly, the use of pottery in the consumption of foods may also relate to wider
cosmological notions of order, cleanliness and purity. Such principles relate to the
classification of the natural world, and of particular note in this instance the
classification of plants and animals in their appropriation as food.

Such an approach need not be confined to cooking and serving vessels but to the
whole field of activities involving food and pottery. Pottery may be utilised for the
storage, preparation and consumption of particular foodstuffs and these activities may
be spatially, and ritually separated from the other foods. The use of particular pottery
forms for specific foods may serve to reproduce and embed naturalised classifications.

However, there may be other instances where the social use of pottery is related to
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context, and pots may only retain their association with particular foodstuffs for a short
duration. Both of these processes will structure the particular biography of the vessel,
and may determine its use either rigidly or fluidly according to the particular social

context.

Exchange, consumption and identity

The exchange of material culture is an important means by which relations
between people are constructed. The nature of the form of such relations was an
important component of the work of both Mauss (1925) and Malinowski (1922). Much
has been made of the contrast between societies constructed by the circulation of gifts
as opposed to commodities (Gregory 1982). However, as Appadurai (1986) notes such
a contrast belies the complexities by which different objects circulate, many societies
having prescribed gift and commodity based forms of exchanges. Such a contrast is
often made between the circulation of rare and prestige 'gifts' and the more mundane
circulation of everyday 'commodities' (Sahlins 1972). However, I would suggest that
while it is important to examine the relationships involved in the transaction of
prestige goods, the exchange of localised material also creates relations of mutuality,
and need not involve a tacit assumption that certain objects only circulate as
commodities which engender no real social ties (Gosden 1994).

Exchange is one means by which social relationships may be constructed
(Appadurai 1986). Exchange relationships may be conceptualised either as the long
distance transfer of objects between social groups, or the localised transfer of material
from one individual to another. Whatever the scale of the transaction, the relations
between exchange partners may be one means by which a persons social identity is
constructed and maintained. This is particularly interesting in terms of what Gosden

describes as relations of mutuality and materiality (1994, 82-83). Through a detailed
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study of the localised procurement and production of objects involving relations of
materiality, it may be possible to explore the way in which the object is used to create
mutual social relations.

As well as relations of exchange being a means by which individuals can
express themselves and their social position through the manipulation of exchange
relationships, the consumption or use of material is another means by which people are
able to define themselves socially. Both the type of objects used by people and how
they use them may be a means of signifying identity (Friedman 1994). We can think of
this on a number of levels in relation to the biography of Neolithic ceramics, and of
particular note are the dimensions of social biography and social context. The age,
history and associations of ceramics are essential components of the way in which
ceramics will be used; at what life stage is a particular ceramic used in a particular
context; was it produced for the occasion or does it have a long history. Interestingly,
Boast (1996) notes that for beakers there is an extreme difference between both the
finish and type of design on beakers utilised in domestic contexts and those placed
with burials.

Interestingly, Gell (1992) considers the production of objects, particularly for
exchange and display, to be part of the process he describes as the technology of
enchantment. He suggests that it is precisely the transformation of mundane objects
into technically superior and desirable objects which gives them their social value.
Similar suggestions have been proposed by Munn (1986) in the context of long
distance exchange in the Massim area of Melanesia, and by Morphy (1992) in the
context of the production of Australian Aborigine art. In this second instance it is
precisely the appearance and colour of objects which lends them power and social
value.

These are important points to consider in discussing the use of different

categories of object in processes of exchange and consumption. The precise category
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of objects used in these social contexts and the variables of appearance, surface
treatment, colour and decoration of these objects may be important in framing the way
it is socially valued.

Another important point is the way in which the life history, or biography, of
objects are drawn on in contexts of exchange. Again, Boast (1996, 77) suggests that
beakers are special precisely because they are typically used in mundane contexts.

A central tenet of Munn's thesis concerning exchange relationships is that both people
and objects are imbued with fame and that this fame actually structures the nature of
exchange relationships (1986, 105-121). Thus objects gain life histories as they are
associated with particular people and these life histories are drawn on when objects are
employed in exchange.

Here then it is important to think of the way in which material culture may be
used to make metaphorical or metonymic statements. How is the object used, and does
this refer to everyday or specialised use? Each of these modes of use are ways in which
people can make statements about themselves, the community and the force and
experience of particular actions. The contextual position of objects within society are
important here, and it is essential in discussing this to note how the object is used in a
variety of social contexts. Here the important relationship between production and
consumption should be noted; what is the scale of production, how does this relate to
consumption and has the meaning associated with the object changed between these
stages.

We need, therefore, to think about the physical, social and conceptual movement
between these stages, in particular from production to exchange and finally
consumption. All of the modes by which social and communal identity may be created
cannot be taken as a given and the way in which particular social groups actually
operate in contexts of exchange should be seen as contingent. Here we should note that

consumption should not be seen as the driving force for production and exchange but .
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is part of the process by which societies order their world. Thus the consumption of
Grooved ware, in this case, will be ordered by particular cultural occasions, which are
themselves structured by the way in the social and natural world is classified and seen

to operate.
Acts of Discard

The observation of patterning in the 'archaeological record' is an essential part of
the process of understanding the past. Observations may be interpreted according to a
number of causative factors, and the depositional record which archaeology routinely
works with is often patterned or structured in some way.

Indeed a number of authors have examined the formation of ceramic
assemblages in the archaeological record (Arnold 1991, De Boer and Lathrap 1979,
Nelson 1991). In the work of these authors the deposition of ceramics is simply a stage
in the use-life of the ceramic (Nelson 1991). The plotting of ceramic deposition is seen
to represent the formation of secondary refuse (Schiffer 1976, 30), typically the
accidental breakage of pottery in specific activities. Such an approach denies the
classification of the material world, and ceramics are plotted spatially in order to show
the expected pattern of deposition (Arnold 1991, 120-137). Here, although the plotting
of sherds is spatialised, the pattern is seen as centrifugal, away from the central living
space (DeBoer and Lathrap 1979). Space here is seen as a homogeneous entity, and
refuse is simply discarded away from the house (Arnold 1991). This approach simply
sees deposition as a pragmatic and expedient activity, obviously related to
unconsciously articulated and universal concepts of dirt and order.

However, none of these étudies plot the deposition of different categories of
vessel, typically ceramics are glossed simply as 'ceramics' and as such patterns are

disguised by the submersion of difference by sherd weight or size (see Arnold 1991,
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120-137 for example). Furthermore, the breakage of ceramics is seen as accidental
rather than deliberate, thus any unusual pattern is marginalised as accident or
coincidence rather than being seen as real or structured.

The only causal factor for deposition is accidental breakage, or the discard of a
vessel which is unusable according to the approaches of Arnold, De Boer and Lathrap
and Nelson. However, ceramics may of course be deliberately destroyed (Sterner
1989), although this is obviously difficult to determine archaeologically, except
through the possible differential of abrasion in different contexts. The recognition that
breakage may be deliberate has been noted for some time in the European
archaeological record, especially in the deposits within the facade of passage graves,
such as those commonly found in Scandinavia (Tilley 1984, Shanks and Tilley 1987,
Tilley 1996) as well as in the ceramic ethnographies of Africa (Barley 1995, Sterner
1989). Here deliberate destruction may be understood according to a number of
processes associated with the biography of the vessel. Firstly, the vessel may have
spirit just as any animate life form and therefore its corporeal form is destroyed at the
end of its use-life. Secondly, the destruction of commodities acquired through
exchange may be one means of gaining social prestige, which may occur through a
number of mechanisms, notably through the staging of feasts or as votive deposition.
The destruction and deposition of objects may well also be related to the activities
with which they are related, for instance mortuary rituals. Thus there are a series of
socialised activities which may result in the destruction and deposition of material,
rather than simply the result of accident or age (Bradley 1985, 1990b).

If we consider that deposits are the result of socialised and meaningful activities,
then the depositional patterns are not simply the result of casual discard of material
which may be regarded as the result of, for instance, the continuous occupation of a
location. Rather, deposits are also structured by the perceptions and understandings of

the world brought to bear in guiding the activity of deposition. The notion of
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structured deposition implicitly regards certain aspects of the record as the result of
intentional action; the nature of such action is perceived to be of a specific kind.
Structured deposition was initially correlated with structured activity such as ritual
(Richards and Thomas 1984), in part since many structured deposits appeared to be on
sites of a non-functional or ritual nature. The approach to structured deposition by
many authors appears to involve the simple recognition in ceramic or flint assemblages
of differential patterning (Brown 1992, Cleal 1992, Pollard 1992, 1995), rather than an
interpretation of what these patterns represent in terms of social practices.

A more developed view may be that in fact no deposits of an anthropogenic
nature can be dismissed as simple casual discard, that all forms of depositional activity
are in fact of a cultural nature and are therefore informed by culturally specific systems
of logic. As we have seen above, according to a traditional view of the 'archaeological
record', the archaeological deposits on a site were given. For instance, bone refuse
could be easily read off to give an uncontentious picture of the site's economy.
Dissatisfaction with this simplistic approach followed, by drawing on the anthropology
of Douglas (1966), Leach (1964), Bulmer (1967) and Tambiah (1969). The work of
these authors amply illustrates the way in which the animal world is ordered by
culturally specific forms of classification. If this notion was taken on board then the
simplistic correlation of bone refuse with economy could not be sustained, since the
spatial location of animal remains on certain sites was the result of a specific cultural
logic (Moore 1981).

Moore's study of the Marakwet of Kenya (1982, 1986) notes that spatial
definition of depositional activities, in particular the deposition of chaff, ash and
animal dung, may be quite explicitly related to the structuring principles that order
society. These examples provide a clearer understanding of the way in which material
culture may be ordered spatially, here it is important to note that depositional

patterning need not be the result of simple expediency but may also be due to



59

culturally specific notions of spatial order and conceptions of dirt and cleanliness. In a
similar vein, Thomas' (1991) survey of depositional activities throughout the Neolithic
notes the structured nature of deposits along with the similarities and differences of
depositional practice between sites. Again he relates the deposits to the maintenance of
spatial and conceptual boundaries, especially those between culture and nature.
Thomas is correct to stress the similarities between materials deposited in different
contexts, although I would suggest that such contextual differences may relate to the
contextualised classification of things in different states. Thus, the relationship
between long barrow ditches and causewayed enclosure ditches may be with the states
of decay and the death.

Interestingly, while spatial boundaries in deposition are well defined in many
studies there has been little effort, apart from a recent study by Hill (1995), to consider
the temporality of deposition. What was the physical, material state of the material
when placed in the deposit, were deposits of a similar state placed together and how
does this relate to the final deposit as seen archaeologically? Through detailed analysis
Hill was able to distinguish the timing of activities conducted within hillforts of the
Iron Age in Wessex. This enabled him to note the seasonality of depositional activities
and thus gain a clearer understanding of both the depositional activities themselves
and the symbolic structure in which they were conducted.

Deposits are then considered to be the result of intentional action and are bound
up with a whole series of cultural perceptions including attitudes to dirt, the use of
space and the nature of time. Given this, the patterning of different kinds of deposit
can be revealing. However, while deposits represent the final moment of an objects
use life we must be cautious in reading back from depositional categories into
categories of use. While the categorisation of material in deposition may well relate to
the final fixing of categorical distinctions made in use, there may be certain contexts of

deposition such as the chambered tomb, passage grave or henge in which categories
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are transformed through their use in these contexts, and these may be reflected in
deposition.

In order to construct and understand a biography of ceramics, a more
circumspect approach is necessary. The categories of use may be distinguished through
wear patterns (Schiffer and Skibo 1989), sooting patterns (Skibo 1993), residue
analysis and also spatial analysis within the houses. Thus the relationship and contrasts
between categories of use and categories of deposition may be distinguished. An
analysis of the relationships between different deposits may also be undertaken by
tracing the provenance of vessels through the analysis of contextual differences in
conjoining sherds (Lindauer 1992).

An analysis which takes into account both the relationships and differences
between deposits, as well as the nature of the categories of material incorporated into
different deposits, will allow a clearer view of the way in which these deposits relate to
speciﬁc' kinds of social practice, and since the use of material culture in culturally
specific ways is related to the expression of cultural identity, this then allows a far
greater understanding of the specific social identities represented in the deposition of

material towards the end of its use-life.
Methodology and Definitions

Having surveyed the theoretical terrain of the study, I now wish to concentrate
on how the theoretical questions brought to the material may be explored
methodologically. Furthermore I wish to clarify at various points the precise sense of
various terms used throughout the analysis of the Barnhouse Grooved ware
assemblage.

The methodology and scientific analysis used in this study can be broken down

into a number of discrete areas of enquiry. The primary analysis was the macroscopic -
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examination and characterisation of the Barnhouse Grooved ware assemblage,
followed by the petrological thin-sectioning programme. A further element of the
study was the provenancing project which enabled a more fine-grained and detailed
characterisation of the petrology of the Barnhouse Grooved ware. Finally having
determined the character of the assemblage, selected sherds were analysed for residue

analysis.
Characterising the Barnhouse Grooved ware assemblage

The Grooved ware assemblage ﬁoni Barnhouse is made up of over six thousand -
small find numbers, each constituting at least one sherd. Many aspects of the pottery
assemblage, such as weight, length, condition, colour and presence/absence of
decoration had been recorded previously by Colin Richards. However, in order to
characterise variation within the assemblage it was necessary to record certain other

attributes of the assemblage, such as fabric, burnish and decorative scheme.
Fabric Analysis

The primary aim was to begin to characterise differences within the assemblage,
and in particular to examine the nature of the fabrics used at Barnhouse. A similar
method of examination was employed by MacSween (1990) on the Pool, Sanday
assemblage. Here MacSween conducted detailed characterisation studies on the
pottery, she was concerned primarily to distinguish the nature of the temper used
(shell, rock, untempered). Since MacSween was dealing with a multi-period site the
main aim of MacSween's work Was to stress the changing nature of fabric over the
life-span of the settlement.Mécsgv_eén's analytical methods were both coarse and fine

grained. In terms of primary macroscopic characterisation she was simply concerned
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with the presence and absence of different types of temper, she was less concerned
with the subtleties of fabric. On the other hand she employed sophisticated analytical
methods to characterise the fabrics, such as mineralogical point counting from
petrological thin-sections. MacSweens methods were problematic since the results
obtained from the fine-grained analysis were difficult to cross correlate with the coarse
grained analysis, as a consequence of this they were both time-consuming and were
difficult to apply as a simple means of characterising a large pottery assemblage.

As a result of this a slightly different approach was taken in examining the
Barnhouse Grooved ware assemblage. Firstly sherds were examined macroscopically
from all areas of the settlement, in order to characterise the basic observable
differences in fabric. As a further means of clarifying the observed differences in the
assemblage, around 300 sherds from across the site were also sectioned laterally with a
diamond-edged band saw. This involved sectioning sherds along the length of the
sherd in order to provide a clear section through both the internal and external surfaces
and the intefior of the sherd. This was undertaken in order to be able to gain a clear
view of a fresh unweathered section of the fabric. The sections were then examined
under a stereomicroscope (x 4 magnification). In each case the main objective was to
determine the nature of temper used in different sherds, as well as the size, shape and
frequency of temper. The size was simply measured using a micrometer, while shape
and frequency were estimated using the comparison charts published by Matthew et.al.

(1991).
Characterising Vessel Attributes
Fabric analysis was mainly concerned with gaining a broad picture of the

presence or absence of sherds of different fabrics across the site. However a more

sophisticated approach was necessary in order to characterise other attributes of the
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Barnhouse Grooved ware assemblage. Since the main aim of this study is an
examination of the relationship between social practices and social identity it was
essential to begin to characterise not just variation in the attributes of sherds across the
site, but to characterise the variations in the attributes of different vessels across the
site. To this end all sherds from within the houses were examined, as well as specific
areas such as the pottery dumps and the central area.

However, in order to build up a clearer picture of the way in which the Grooved
ware was deposited both within and outside the houses, the sherds from each area were
also plotted spatially using their recorded coordinates on the site grid. This was done
on a bench top and allowed the relationships between sherds to be examined visually.)
This enabled two things to be done; firstly the precise spatial location of all sherds
could be determined; secondly conjoining sherds, sherds of similar fabric, decoration
and burnish pattern could be examined in relation to vessel.. groups and the minimum
number of vessels for each house or deposit could be determined. This enabled clear
differences in the demography of vessel categories in specific areas to be documented.
All sherds within these vessel categories were also weighed which provided a means
of determining mean sherd weight (MSW). Following Bradley and Fulford (1980),
MSW was utilised as a means of determining relative abrasion of different categories
of vessel in different deposits.

A documentation of the relationship between particular sherds and vessels was
essential in carrying out both the petrological and residue analysis programs, since it
allowed a study of the variation, not only between sherds, but also between vessels
within certain contexts. This enabled thin-sectioned sherds to be linked to specific
vessels from specific contexts. What is more, the documentation of number of sherds
within each vessel group providéd a clearer view of the fragmentation of vessels

within each deposit.
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In order to characterise vessel forms a series of measurements were made of
sherd thicknesses, again using a micrometer. In order to build up a picture of the
variation in size of different categories of Grooved ware, these vessel thicknesses were
correlated against vessel volumes. Vessel volumes were calculated both from
reconstructed vessels within the Barnhouse assemblage and from published excavation
reports of other Orcadian Grooved ware.

Other attributes which varied between sherds of different categories were
documented such as burnish and sooting, while these attributes of sherds could be
assigned to individual vessel groups, it was more problematic assigning these
attributes to specific regions of the vessel, thus in general simple presence or absence
of these attributes on vessels was recorded. Furthermore, the presence and absence of
decoration, decorative technique and overall decorative scheme were also recorded.
The correlation of sherds with vessel groups enabled isolated decorated sherds to be
linked as part of vessel groups, which allowed a clearer understanding of the overall
decorative scheme employed on individual vessels.

Here it was essential to distinguish the way in which the decoration was
recorded, since this has considerable bearing on the methodological and theoretical
implications of the nature of decoration. While previous studies of Grooved ware
decoration (Richards and Thomas 1984, Richards 1993b) have been influenced by the
hierarchical approaches to decoration proposed by Friedrich (1970) and Plog (1980),
the approach taken in this study is much simpler. The main aim of this study is to
study the variation of vessels within different contexts both within the Barnhouse
settlement and beyond, and the study is most concerned with the way in which these
variations relate to social identities. Decoration is of obvious importance here, but
unlike previous studies I am ndt simply dealing with secondary deposits but also vwith

primary deposits representing use.
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Thus, the primary aim of studying decoration was to compare the overall decorative
scheme utilised on individual vessels within different contexts.

During this study the only attributes of decoration discussed will be decorative
technique, decorative elements and decorative scheme. Decorative technique is
defined as the method by which decoration is applied to the surface of the vessel, here
either incised into the surface or applied as strips or blobs of clay. Hdwever, applied
strips may occasionally be embeliished and this is also distinguished. Decorative
elements are distinguished as the various components which go to make up the
decorative scheme. These may be as simple as incised lines or dot impressions or may
be more complex motifs such as curvilinear incised motifs or impressed 'rosette’ Ir
motifs. Finally, the decoratiyé scheme is distinguished as the overall organisation of
the decoration on the pots surface. This is distinguished from previous terms such as
design structure, as used previously by Richards and Thomas (1984) and Richards
(1993b). Design structure typically opposed the presence of two main structuring
principles, boundedness/unboundedness and decoration/nondecoration. I feel that for
this study this is. too simple and does not fully encompass the variability of factoré
involved in the decoration of a vessel. Particularly the position of the decorative
elements on the vessel and the possibility of a similar design structure with different
decorative techniques or elements used to create the structure. All these factors are
encompassed in the term decorative scheme and it shall be employed throughout the

study. Each decorative scheme distinguished employs a series of decorative elements

in a particular and characteristic way in order to achieve an overall decorative effect.

Since this study is aimed at looking at the way different categories of vessels are
produced, used and deposited, decorative scheme will be used throughout this study as

a means of differentiating between the decoration of vessels in different contexts.
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The Petrological programme

Although differences in tempering agent had been broadly observed, the nature
of each inclusion type was problematic. By comparison with other published
assemblages the platy voids within sherds were recognised as the decayed remains of
crushed shell, a tempering medium which is prevalent at other Late Neolithic
settlement sites in Orkney (such as Skara Brae, Rinyo and Pool). However it was
impossible to visually determine the nature of the rock inclusions within the fabric A
and B sherds from the macrosections.

In order to clarify in greater detail the geological character of the tempering
agent used within the Barnhouse Grooved ware a number of sherds from across the
site were prepared as petrological thin-sections at a thickness of 30 microns (the
manufacture of the thin-sections is described in detail in appendix 1).

From the analysis of these thin-sections it became obvious that the tempering
agent consisted of a number of different rock types, mainly igneous rocks, such as
camptonite, bostonite and olivine-basalt, and sedimentary rocks such as sandstone,
siltstone and mudstone. These types of igneous rock have been recognised by Williams
(1982) as a distinctive type of tempering agent common to Orcadian pottery.

Having determined the type of geological inclusion used within the pottery, and
having recognised that the tempering agent used in the Barnhouse Grooved ware was
not geologically uniform, and could be geologically characterised, it became obvious
that these differences could be used to examine differences in the organisation of
production between different houses at Barnhouse.

Here it was considered, following Longacre (1985) and Hill (1970), as well as
Arnold (1989), that, while variation in decoration may not reflect organisational |
differences and similarities in the production of pottery, variation in the initial stages

of production, particularly in the procurement, and use of different materials for
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pottery construction is overall a more precise means of observing and characterising
organisational differences in the production of pottery. Following Amold (1971) the
variation in the use of tempering agent appeared to be an appropriate means of
examining organisational differences in pottery production.

Thus a large petrological thin sectioning program was undertaken; 189 sherds
were thin-sectioned from across the site as a whole, in most cases these were from
individual vessels. Most of these were from houses 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, structure 8, 10, 11
and 12. There were too few rock tempered sherds from house 9 for the sample to be
meaningful. In the case of houses 2, 3, 5 and structure 8 a large percentage of the total
rock tempered assemblage were thin-sectioned (see appendix 1 for catalogue).

With the large scale thin-sectioning of sherds from different vessels it was possible to
see that there was variation in the use of different tempering agents within different
houses (see chapter 5 for a discussion and presentation of results). Given this, sherds
were also selected from a number of locations around Barnhouse, such as the pottery
dumps, in order to see if they could be provenanced to particular houses.

Sherds were thin-sectioned from the house 2 dump, botﬁ house 3 dumps, the
house 9 dump, the dump behind house 6, the dump next to structure 8, and the dump
within trench K (see chapter 7 for a discussion and presentation of results).
Thin-sections were examined under a plane and polarised light microscope at both x 8

and x 16 magnification.
The Barnhouse environs provenancing project

While the petrology of the inclusions within the Grooved ware from Barnhouse
appeared to vary in their use within specific contexts within the settlement, it was
obvious that a more detailed approach to the procurement of material for pottery

production was necessary.
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A number of Grooved ware vessels in contexts out with Barnhouse, such as
Quanterness and the Stones of Stenness, were also tempered with igneous dyke
material. While it was potentially possible to compare the petrological thin-sections
from these sites with the Barnhouse Grooved ware, due to the mineralogical variation
of geological sources, it was uncertain whether the igneous material observed within
the Barnhouse Grooved ware was related to that used in Grooved ware at other sites.

Furthermore, a detailed provenanciﬁg project would allow a more detailed view
of the way in which different sources of igneous dykes were used within the
Barnhouse Grooved ware assemblage. The Geology of Orkney is singular in that while
most of the bedrock of thev islands is made up of sandstones and siltstone.s, at various
points intrusive dykes froma plutonic source, protrude through the surface of the
bedrock (Mykura 1976, 97). These dykes are generally only 1-2m wide and protrude
through the bedrock for less than 10m, their distribution, then, is very precise.

The provenancing project was focused around two areas of Mainland Orkney,
the Lochs of Harray and Stenness, and the Bay of Firth. The first area encompasses
Barnhouse and the Stones of Stenness‘, the second area encompasses Quanterness.
Detailed geological maps for both areas were obtained from the British Geological
Survey (Edinburgh) who also held a catalogue of petrological thin-sections from both
these areas. Despite these advantages, there were a number of dyke sources absent
from their collections and it was decided that fieldwork was necessary, particularly in
the area around the Lochs of Harray and Stenness.

A ProtoniMagnétOIﬁétér_ was used as a means of locating dykes when in the
field. Dykes were located around the Loch edges of both the Lochs of Harray and
‘Stenness and the Bay of Firth, using the O.S geological survey map for the area ata
scale of 1:25000. These maps allowed the general area to be located in the field, and
the Proton Magnetometer was used as a locational device. A signal was obtained from

the Proton Magnetometer at 0.5m intervals in the environs of the dykes in order to
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precisely locate them. The dyke was then photographed and sampled at 0.5m intervals
along its length where possible. As with the pottery thin sections, all dyke sources
were thin sectioned to 30 microns, and examined under plane and polarised light

sources under a microscope at both x 8 and x 16 magnification.
The Residue analysis programme

Pottery analysis and the application of petrological thin sectioning techniques
revealed considerable information concerning the production, and organisation of
production of Grooved ware at Barnhouse. However, despite documenting the
qualitative and quantitative differences in the assemblage across the site as a whole, it
was difficult to understand how different categories of vessel were being used and
deposited in certain contexts.

In order to understand the use of Grooved ware at Barnhouse in more detail, it
was decided to undertake residue analysis on selected sherds from specific vessels
from within the houses, the pottery dumps, the central area and from the old land
surface.

Sherds were selected which represented a range of categories of vessel size and fabric
at Barnhouse. If successful, residue analysis will allow a precise indication of the
contents of the vessel during its use-life. It was decided that the most profitable form
of residue analysis was lipid analysis, since due to the molecular nature of lipids, they
are hydrophobic. This means that they are not dissolved in water, and once they have
migrated into the ceramic matrix of a vessel, they are retained. Although they may be
subject to diagenesis, and small amounts of contaminant lipids may migrate into the
ceramic matrix during the period of burial, overall we can be reasonably sure thaf the
lipids extracted in residue analysis are the result of the use of the vessel (Heron et. al.

1991b).
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The methodology of extraction and analysis was structured towards the
extraction and analysis of lipids, particularly fatty acids. A full account of this process
is given in appendix 2. Broadly a series of organic solvents were used to extract the
lipids from sampled sherds. These extracts were then derivatised and analysed using
both Gas Chromatography (GC) or Gas chromatography and Mass Spectrometry
(GC/MS). In order to aid the analysis of the results a series of known food types were
subjected to the same extraction procedure and analysis, and this enabled a
comparative characterisation of the fatty acid signatures from specific sherds.

The results obtained from this program of analysis enabled a fuller discussion of
the use of different categories of Grooved ware in different contexts (see chapter 7 for
presentation and discussion of results), and enables a clearer understanding of patterns
of consumption. While consumption in different contexts could be documented
quantitatively, with a basic vessel count, the nature of consumption and the
organisation of consumption practices could not be documented. However, the careful
interpretation of residue analysis results allows both the nature and organisation of
consumption practices to be understood (see chapters 6 and 7 for discussion). Given
the theoretical emphasis on food, and the relationship between production,
consumption and the construction of identities this aspect of the analytical work was

seen as essential.
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Chapter Three

An Orkney Tapestry: approaches to social organisation and identity
in Late Neolithic Orkney

Introduction

The title of this chapter is derived from George Mackay Brown's essay on the
history of the Orcadian people. Although his work is concerned with the intricate way
in which the features peculiar to the Orcadian community are interwoven with their
Norse forebearers, the metaphorical thrust of this particular chapter will be similar. I
shall commence, as does Mackay Brown, with a brief account of the Orkneys and then
continue, in similar vein to Mackay Brown, with a more in-depth exploration of the
way in which previous studies of the Orcadian Late Neolithic have woven an account

of notions of culture, social identity and social organisation.

Orkney: Landscape and environment

It is impossible in a study of this nature to capture the drama of the Orcadian
landscape. However, here I will provide an impressionistic account before
commencing with the more prosaic details. Although climatically the islands are
frequently stormy, and in the winter months are quite inhospitable, during the summer
the Orcadian landscape is rich with colour, the green of the land contrasting with the
azure of the sea. Orcadian horizons are a series of contrasts between land and water,
much of the horizon is dominated by water, whether of inland lochs or of the open sea

(Figure 3.1 and 3.2).
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These contrasts are not confined to the colours of the landscape, and the contrast
between land and water, but a series of contrasts are also evident in the form of the
land itself. The coast of Orkney may be dominated by steep cliffs and stacks of rock,
but it may also dip gently down to the shore. The contrasting topography of the land
provides a further contrast between the land and the sky, while the treeless nature of
the landscape means that the sky itself is also an ever present feature of the Orcadian
horizon. All these aspects go to make up a picture of a fertile but dramatic landscape
which has coloured our vision of life during the Neolithic from the more poetic
accounts of George Mackay Brown and Edwin Muir, to the more pragmatic accounts
of Gordon Childe and Colin Renfrew.

On a more prosaic note, the Orkney Isles are situated some 10 miles from the
northernmost point of the Scottish mainland, and are separated from the mainland by
the Pentland Firth (Fig 3.3). The islands comprise around seventy isles, holms and
skerries of variable size, of which fourteen are presently inhabited. The Orkney Isles
are situated at latitude 59 degrees North, in the North Atlantic Ocean, and this
northerly location provides them with contrasting light condiﬁons over much of the
year. In the summer months, the hours of daylight are numerous, with only around 2-4
hours of darkness, while in the winter months this is reversed and the hours of
darkness are numerous, and only 2-4 hours of daylight are experienced. This situation
is important for understanding a variety of aspects of Late Neolithic life (Richards
1990b).

The climate itself is a necessary consideration in any study of Orkney, and as
Davidson and Jones (1990, 17) rightly point out the first thing to consider must be the
wind. They present striking data to suggest that Gale force winds are over 35% likely
at any point in the Orcadian year. Rain is the second major climatic factor to corisider
with a yearly average of between 800-1000 mm. The driest and lightest months are

April to July.
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Figure 3.3: Position of Orkney in relation to Scotland. Note position of study area on Mainland Orkney.
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Geologically the islands are comprised almost entirely of Middle and Upper Old
Red Sandstone, however there are also lavas and tuffs of a similar period (Fig 3.4).
This basement complex of rocks is situated in the West Mainland, around Stromness
and at Yesnaby. The basement complex consists of metamorphic rocks of Moinian
type and Caledonian granites (Mykura 1976, 9). The Middle Old Red Sandstone is of
two major groups. The lower group can be classed as Stromness flags, and this
sandstone type is found through much of western Mainland Orkney, while the variant
Rousay flags, are found on Rousay, Westray, Papa Westray and North Ronaldsay and
parts of South Ronaldsay as well as the eastern Mainland. Both lower groups are
related to the similar Caithness flag typical of the northern Scottish mainland. The
second, Upper group is known as the Eday beds, and its range is restricted to Eday and
parts of Sanday, Stronsay and Shapinsay. Finally the Upper Old Red Sandstone itself
is restricted to the island of Hoy. The drift geology of Orkney includes large areas of
boulder clay over much of the western Mainland, while blown sand is prevalent on
many islands such as Sanday (Davidson and Jones 1990).

However, probably the most important geological feature of the islands, in
relation to this study, are the intrusive igneous dykes. These dykes are of late
Carboniferous date and are of four main types: camptonites, bostonites, monchiquites
and olivine-basalts. The distribution of these features is restricted through the islands,
with a concentration in the western Mainland and Rousay (Mykura 1976, 97). More
importantly, due to their small size and discrete location as outcrops these rocks can be
precisely located within the Orcadian landscape (Fig 3.5). As we shall see, the use of
these rocks within the Barnhouse Grooved ware is fortuitous since it allows the precise
provenancing and characterisation of materials used in pottery production (see chapter

5 for further discussion).
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Pollen evidence indicates that the Late Neolithic landscape was largely treeless.
Bunting (1993) has examined pollen cores from Crudale Meadow and Quoyloo
Meadow both on the west Mainland, the former being in the catchment area of
Barnhouse. She notes that the pre-Mesolithic woodland consisted of Corylus and
Betula, while at Quoyloo Meadow Alnus glutosa, Pinus sylvestris, Quercus and Salix
were present. However, the post-Mesolithic decline of arboreal pollen is accompanied
by signs of human activity such as the presence of charcoal, cereal pollen and herbs of
disturbance such as Plantago lanceolata and Rumex (ibid., 172). This is dated to
between 5900 BP and 5100 BP depending on the location of the pollen core, indicating
that this is probably Early Neolithic activity. Davidson and Jones (1990, 26) suggest,
from the pollen cores from Lesliedale Moss and Wideford Hill on the eastern
Mainland, that by the Late Neolithic an open landscape was prevalent. The pollen core
from this area had very low numbers of tree and shrub pollens present, with large
numbers of herbaceous pollens such as ribwort, sorrel and members of the rose family
(Rosaceae) and Calluna. The pollen from the organic mud of the ditch from the Stones
of Stenness (Caseldine and Whittington 1976), indicated a broadly open herbaceous
environment. The low amount of arboreal pollen, mainly from Betula could indicate
localised stands of trees (ibid., 37). Furthermore, the cereal components from this
pollen sample suggests a low level of agriculture in the form of both barley and oats.
The pollen samples from the ditch silts at Maes Howe (Jones 1979) also indicated an
open herbaceous environment, with possible peat formation. The presence of cereals
within this sample was stronger.

The faunal remains from chambered tombs, passage graves and settlements
indicate a variety of animal species, with red deer being the most prominent wild
mammal species. Birds are also an important component of both tomb, passage' grave
and settlement assemblages, with a variety of bird species present, for instance birds of

prey such as the White tailed sea eagle, Buzzard and Goshawk, wildfowl such as ducks
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and geese, waders such as curlew and oystercatcher, and cliff dwelling seabirds and
gulls, such as auks, guillemots, and skuas (Bramwell 1979, 1983). Fish species such as
Wrasse, Cod and Conger Eel are also present in a number of tomb assemblages.
Various species of whale and dolphin are common off the Orcadian coast (Clark 1989,
98), and are present in a number of Late Neolithic faunal assemblages. The presence of
animal and plant species will be discussed in more detail in chapter 9, in relation to
their appropriation as food.

I have sketched a brief account of the topography, geology, climatology and
fauna and flora of Orkney above. It is now time to focus on the major issue which
concerns us, the Late Neolithic in Orkney and the nature of previous studies
concerning culture, social identity and social organisation.

What makes Orkney particularly interesting during the Late Neolithic is the
association between Grooved ware and a whole series of monuments, in particular
henges and passage graves. However, unlike the Late Neolithic throughout much of
the rest of Britain, the Orcadian Late Neolithic is characterised by the presence of
stone built settlements, also associated with Grooved ware. Thus we potentially have
evidence not only for the use and deposition of Grooved ware in certain contexts, but
for the production of Grooved ware within settlements, and its use both within
settlements and beyond the settlement. The use of Grooved ware pottery is inextricably
associated with a coherent set of monument forms, and it is this close association
between Grooved ware and these monuments which has both clarified and confounded
previous accounts of the nature of Grooved ware, culture and social identity during the.

Late Neolithic.
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Primitive communism, social types and structural homologies: monuments,

material culture and society in the Orcadian Late Neolithic

All accounts of the Orcadian Neolithic must begin with an examination of the
endeavours of one man, Vere Gordon Childe. Although there had been intensive
excavation conducted within Orkney for decades, until Childe, no one had provided a
comprehensive picture of the nature of Neolithic society in the islands. Childe's
involvement with the Orkney Neolithic, as I have observed in chapter 1, was initially
concerned with the excavation of the settlement sites of Skara Brae (1931a) and Rinyo
(1938, 1947). It was primarily from these sites that Childe built up his ideas
concerning Neolithic society. One of the major points that Childe noticed concerning
the Orcadian Neolithic was its relationship with the environment. It has almost become
a truism that due to Orkney's treeless environment so many monuments were
constructed in fine Caithness flagstone, a simple translation into stone of what was
elsewhere constructed in wood. However, for Childe, it was not only through the
construction of monuments that the environment played its part, it also manifested
itself in the economic realities of those who inhabited the stone built settlements of
Skara Brae and Rinyo.

Childe pictured the inhabitants of Orkney during the Neolithic as ultimately
dependant on a difficult and unforgiving environment. This notion was in part
formulated from what Childe saw as the sparse material culture evidence from both
Skara Brae and Rinyo. In particular the lack of flint found at Skara Brae compared
with its abundance at Rinyo lead Childe to assume that each community was self-
sufficient and had little or no interaction (1946, 31). Within the villages, Childe
observed the similarity in size of each house and the lack of differentiation betWeen
houses in terms of material culture assemblages and suggested that there was little

division of labour. Thus he considered social organisation to be composed of a form of
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primitive communism, or equalitarianism (1946, 33). These views are of course
developed from a Marxist base-superstructure model of society in which the economy
is the prime motivating force in terms of the social structure.

It has already been noted that Childe viewed the evidence from chambered
tombs and passage graves in a quite different manner, as culturally distinct in terms of
the inhabitants of Skara Brae and Rinyo (Childe 1946, 25-41). As Richards (1993a,
19-25) has pointed out, due to this early-assumption of cultural difference Childe never
made the link between Late Neolithic settlements and passage graves. While Childe
observed differences within the ceramic evidence for his 'Skara Brae culture' and his
'Megalithic culture' he was unable to reconcile this w1th the apparent similarity of
chambered tombs and passage graves. Cultures for him were rigidly bounded and
hbmogenous. It remains now to obéerve how Childe's notions concerning culture and
society for the Orcadian Late Neolithic have been built on in subsequent studies.

As Richards (1993a, 22) observes, Renfrew's investigations into society in the
Orcadian Neolithic drew heavily on Childe for their inspiration. The cornerstone of
Renfrew's analysis rested on the monuments themselves, and here he was most
concerned to trace the evolution of society from the Early to the Late Neolithic.
Renfrew's theoretical prop was, like Childe's before him, social evolution. However,
here he was less concerned with a base-superstructure model of society, and more
concerned with the description of social types. This approach to culture has been
criticised in chapter l,rand again it sees éulture as bounded and homogenous. It was
this approach that enabled Renfrew to formulate the notion of segmentaﬁ societies
for the Early Neolithic. Drawing on an earlier analysis of chambered tomb
distributions by Childe (1942), Renfrew posited from the distribution of earlier
monuments on the island of Rousay that tombs could be considered as territoriai
markers over a given segmented unit of space (Renfrew 1979, 214-5). Here space is

inhabited by modular and cellular segmentary social groups. Each group is
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approximately the same size and of the same social structure. Renfrew considered this
undifferentiated view of society to be egalitarian, in exactly the same way as Childe
had described the social structure of his 'Skara Brae culture'.

It was a similarly bounded and homogenised view of social types which enabled
Renfrew to suggest the notion of a centralising authority for the Late Neolithic. This
notion was based on the presence of passage graves and large public monuments such
as Maes Howe, the Stones of Stenness and the Ring of Brodgar within the central area
of the Orkney Mainland. Through the judicious use of radiocarbon chronologies and
man-hour estimations for the construction of these monuments, he was able to trace a
gradual centralising tendency in society. I do not wish to criticise the use of the
particular methodological tools he utilised for this task here, but rather his resultant
conception of society. Probably the most notable point is Renfrew's almost total lack
of use of two aspects of the evidence. Firstly, as Richards notes he ignored the
settlement evidence, but what is also notable is the lack of use of materia1 culture in
this account. As indicated below Unstan ware and Grooved ware are simply used by
Renfrew as nomenclature for two temporally distinct social groups. Although
Williams (1979) thin-sectioned the Grooved ware from Quanterness and concluded
that, based on the petrology, certain vessels were the result of inter-island contact
between groups, this notion only played a small part in Renfrew's conception of
society during the Late Neolithic. As with Childe, Renfrew's perception of Late
Neolithic society is homogenous and bounded, and while there appears to be good
evidence for complex links between social groups these are simply subsumed within
the notion of a segmentary society evolving to a centralised society. The social identity
of both communities and individuals is lost amongst the morass of the larger
homogenous whole.

Renfrew's perception of Neolithic society, both as segmentary and centralising

influenced a number of other researchers, who, like him, focused almost entirely on
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the large public monuments to the detriment of both settlements and material culture.
Fraser's (1983) conception of a totemic system fused the notion of segmentary
societies with the variability in material culture evident in chambered tombs and
passage graves. Although Fraser recognised the importance of kinship within small
scale societies, kinship relations were not a means for expressing different kinds of
social identity, they were simply perceived as a mechanism which served to reproduce
segmentary groups. Each segmentary group was an individual unit demarcated from
the others by the use of specific animal species. Similarly, Sharples (1985) account of
the Orcadian Neolithic relied on Renfrew's overall theoretical framework, and made
little attempt to exploit the settlement or material culture evidence.

While Hodder (1982b) drew on Renfrew's overall chronological framework, his
approach to culture and society was fundamentally different. Of most importance was
his realisation that all elements of the archaeological evidence were necessary for an
adequate account of Late Neolithic society. Hodder's main task was concerned with
defining the structural homologies which can be seen to occur between various aspects
of the evidence. Furthermore, due to his ethnoarchaeological research, he was acutely
aware of the relationship between material culture and social identity. As such he
integrated certain aspects of the material culture evidence into an account of the nature
of social practices within settlements, passage graves and henges. It is important to
note that while Hodder again falls back on Renfrew's notion of a segmentary society,
he does not view this as a bounded and homogenous social formation. In contrast he
views the use of material culture in social display and competition to be an essential
component of the power relations which constitute such a society.

Unfortunately Hodder's account of Late Neolithic society was brief, and many of
the basic points he made required much further investigation. For this reason Richards'
concern was to fill out the brief sketch provided by Hodder. Rather than an approach

which sought to construct models of social organisation from mortuary monuments
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and henges alone, Richards' main concern was with the house and the settlement.
Again the focus was on the investigation of the regularities which were seen to exist
between a whole series of monuments (Richards 1994). However, unlike Hodder,
Richards was less concerned with the simple identification of these regularities, but
through an approach which sought to understand the underlying rules of order, an
attempt was made to investigate the social practices which linked various monuments
together culturally and symbolically. Since the main focus of Richards' investigation
was concerned with the nature of social practices, especially within the house and the
settlement, the analysis moved away from ideas of cultural boundedness and
homogeneity. Instead, links are stressed between settlements, and betwéen VOrkney and
other areas of the British Isles, although the nature of the social identity expressed
through these links remains undiscussed. However, while Richards' is concerned to
move away from rigid social formations (1993a, 312-328), his analysis of settlement
structure relies heavily on the relationship between certain spatial schemes of order
and social organisation. Here social groups are seen as essentially segmentary
although, unlike Renfrew's vision of segmentary societies, they are not seén to be
uniform or bounded. As witness to this view, unlike many previous authors Richards
does focus on material culture, and in particular Grooved ware (1993a, 179-205). His
major aim is to characterise the assemblage from a single settlement site, Barnhouse.
However, since Richards' approach to social groups in the Orcadian Late Neolithic is
of a series of similar, but related, segmentary societies then it is seen as sufficient to
provide an account of Grooved ware use in the settlement as a whole, rather than
examine the detailed contexts of inter and intra settlement use. A

To reiterate then, we can trace a genealogy of approaches to the study of culture
and society in the Late Neolithic from Childe onwards. Since Childe viewed cultures
as bounded and homogenous and the environment of Orkney to be difficult and .

constraining, his perceptions of Late Neolithic societies were of a series of non-
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interacting, bounded groups, with internally homogenous social structures. While
Renfrew retained this view, his analysis was entirely conducted on the large public
monuments of the Late Neolithic such as passage graves and henges. Kinship was
proposed as a mechanism for the reproduction of bounded societies, rather than as an
element for expressing aspects of social identity. Both Hodder and Richards have been
concerned to address a series of imbalances in the study of Late Neolithic society.
Both have stressed the necessary examination of all aspects of the material evidence,
including settlements, however both retained broad views of segmentary societies.
Their views of segmentary societies were more sophisticated than previous models,
they both stressed an examination of internal power relations, and they both recognised
the importance of kinship as a means of linking social groups through exchange.

Overall, most studies of the Orcadian Late Neolithic have explored society
through studies of monuments, and very few have acknowledged the role material
culture has to play in the construction of identity. As recent approaches to social and
cultural identity have noted, identities are complex and overlapping and a more
detailed approach is necessary if we are to understand the complexities of social
identity during the Orcadian Late Neolithic. Moreover, as noted in chapter 2, the social
uses of material culture, especially in consumption activities, are an important part of
the process of constructing and expressing social identities. It is for this reason that it
is essential to shift the balance from the study of the 'world of monuments' to the

'world of goods'.

Orcadian Late Neolithic houses and social identity

As indicated above our accounts of Late Neolithic Orkney have focused on

monuments rather than artefacts. Problematically, both forms of evidence are

inextricably related, and in discussing Grooved ware and social identity, it is essential
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to commence with a brief overview of houses. It is only by understanding houses
and settlements that we will gain a clearer insight into the nature of Grooved ware.
As mentioned above, the Neolithic of Orkney is typified by well preserved houses
and settlement complexes, particularly from the Late Neolithic period, and of these
Skara Brae is obviously exemplary. The preservation of such structures, as noted
above, is due to their construction in the easily laminated flagstone which forms the
underlying bedrock of much of Orkney. These structures are all the more
remarkable since the spatial arrangement of houses appears to generally follow the
same plan, and it is the relationship between this plan and notions of social identity
I wish to examine first.

Richards (1990b) has noted the consistency of arrangement of the internal
furniture within the house according to a cruciform plan. The house is focused
around a central hearth, with a 'dresser’ or set of shelves towards the rear of the
house, and 'box-beds' or stone boxes situated either side of the hearth, with the
entrance itself completing the cross-shaped arrangement of space (Fig 3.6). For
Richards, this overall organisation is related to specific cosmological principles of
classification. He has noted that not only are hearths consistently arranged in order
to face specific cardinal points, related to events of calendrical significance,
especially the midwinter and midsummer sunrise and sunset, but that most of the
houses at Barnhouse, Skara Brae and Rinyo lie on a north-west/south-east axis.
Richards argues that this arrangement of space, as well as having an underlying
symbolic logic related to ideas of centrality and circularity in the Late Neolithic,
applies not only to the house, but extends to other monumental constructions such
as henges and passage graves (Hodder 1982b, Richards 1994), as well as the
landscape itself (Richards 1996b). It is notable then that a number of homologies
exist between the construction of houses and of other monument forms. Despite
this circular arrangement of space and the principles of classification underlying it,
space within the houses is not uniform, and it is here that the use and experience of

space becomes related to social identity. Richards has demonstrated the
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way in which space within the house may have been experienced, noting that
doorways into the house are often offset to the right, thereby orienting movement
through the house in this direction. This is consistent with the observation made by
Childe that the right hand box-bed is typically larger than the left. Given the
importance of the spatial arrangement of the house in relation to changing calendrical
events it seems likely that light was of significance. Offsetting the doorway to the right
would tend to create an area of darkness towards the left, and emphasise the back of

the house, especially the dresser.

Figure 3.6: The spatial arrangement of the Late Neolithic house in Orkney
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Indeed, Clarke and Sharples (1990, 71) note that the large seating slab behind the
hearth in house 7, Skara Brae would tend to suggest that a position facing the
incoming visitor was of social importance.

The structuring principles of left and right, darkness and light, small box-bed
and large box-bed have been mapped onto particular aspects of social identity. It was
Childe who first suggested that this apparent dichotomy in the use of space was related
to gender. He drew on the Highland Blackhouse to note that the right hand box-bed is
related to men and the left to women (1931a, 181, 1946, 30). Richards has sustained
the analogy in relating right and left to men and women respectively, and relates the
presence of ash raked out from the left of the central hearth as further evidence of the
gendered use of space (1993a, 228). But there is an interpretative problem here; while
the structured and differential use of space is certainly evident within Late Neolithic
houses, it is not sufficient to relate this use of space to a set of simple structured
oppositions (Bourdieu 1990, 30-42). I have suggested in chapter 2 that we need to
examine the way in which social identities are constructed, by examining the
relationships created by the use of various aspects of material culture, rather than by
mapping identity directly onto material culture. This point still stands, and while a set
of structured opposités are observable in Late Neolithic houses, the main task is to
examine how these structures are employed in the practical action concerned with the
expression of identity.

While this basic arrangement of space remains consistent throughout the Late
Neolithic, the construction of houses does undergo a series of changes. Richards has
noted the essential importance of the hearth in the constructional sequence (1990b).
This element of a house's furniture is the first to be constructed, and the other elements
of the house are orientated around it. The second elements to be constructed are the
threshold slabs, which orientate movement into the house. However, within this

scheme there is room for some variation, and we see that the earliest Late Neolithic
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houses are constructed with the various elements of furniture built into the wall of the
house, leaving a certain amount of space for activities in the centre of the house. By
the later part of the Late Neolithic, the furniture is no longer built into the walls but
extends outwards, jutting into the room. This is compensated for by the increased size
of these houses, and is particularly notable at houses such as house D, Rinyo and
houses 1 and 7, Skara Brae. These changes in the construction of the house echo other
changes in the settlement more generally, and towards the end of the Late Neolithic we
see a move towards monumentalising houses. This is exemplified by the massive
structure 8 at Barnhouse, although a similar process may have occurred, albeit
according to a different strategy, at Skara Brae, where the latest phases of settlement
were characterised by walls joining and enclosing the complex of houses. If we assume
that these changes are not simply the result of functional pragmatics then we need to
consider the relationship between these constructional changes and the expression of
social identity. This point will be followed up in chapter 10.

A further point to note is the nature of building and rebuilding on many of the
Late Neolithic settlement sites. It is notable that at Barnhouse some houses, such as
house 5, are built and rebuilt over four times. Rebuilding typically takes place at a
slight offset to the earlier structures but in each case respects the siting of earlier
structures. At both Skara Brae and Rinyo the history of the settlement can be traced
back through a number of phases, with up to four phases defined by Childe (1931a) for
Skara Brae. At Skara Brae houses 4 and 6 are rebuilt at least two times while,
interestingly, houses 9 and 10, the clearest distinguishable early houses, are offset from
the main area of later settlement and are only partially overlain by houses 4 and 5. An
even more complex pattern exists at Rinyo, where most interestingly the settlement
chronology appears to extend back to the Earlier Neolithic (Piggott 1954, 328). At
Bamhouse, house 2 appears to have been built in the earliest phase of the settlement

and continued in use throughout the life of the settlement, only having its internal
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flooring reclayed in a secondary phase of settlement. The permanence of this building
is echoed by house 7, Skara Brae. Here the building appears to have been built in the
earliest phase of settlement, with only a remodelling of the external wall indicating any
change to the structure (Clarke 1976a).

It would seem then that, for the most part, it is false to discuss any Late
Neolithic settlement in terms of phases. Rather, as Richards (1990a, 311) notes, the
house may have been destroyed and rebuilt according to cultural rules concerned with
the life cycle of the house and its association with a particular family or kin group. In
this case it is essential to examine the relationship between this aspect of house
construction and identity, and in particular kinship and descent relations.

In order to understand the nature of social identity expressed in the construction
and use of houses it is necessary to consider the relationship between house size and
identity. Most houses within Late Neolithic settlements are of similar size in terms of
groundplan, although certain houses such as house 1, 2 and 6, as well as structure 8 at
Barnhouse differ considerably. Richards (1993a, 207-9) considers the difference in
size to be hierarchical. However, the differential use of space may be associated with
the expression of differe;lt aspects of social identity which need not necessarily relate
to a hierarchical social structure. This will be explored further in chapters 7 and 10. As
Richards (1990b) notes the groundplan of houses is no indication of family size, rather
we may be dealing with a complex social and settlement structure, in which different
family members dwell in closely located, but separate houses (Lane 1994), or we may
be dealing with an entirely different conception of cultural space (Reid 1989). Both
considerations are important for any consideration of social identity expressed in the
inhabitation and use of these houses.

We have considered vaﬁous aspect of the way in which social identity rhay be

expressed through the construction and use of houses during the Late Neolithic. It is
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time now to consider the ways in which social and cultural identity have been

examined in relation to artefacts.
Cultural problems in the Orcadian Neolithic: Unstan ware and Grooved ware

Throughout Britain Grooved ware has been defined and constructed as a
component of a unified cultural group by its relationship with other ceramics.
However, in an Orcadian context the notion of a discrete cultural group defined by
Grooved ware has been constructed in relation to a quite different ceramic form,
Unstan ware. Unstan ware is a specialised form of decorated bowl, an integral,
although possibly late development, within the wider ceramic repertoire of the Early
Neolithic (Richards 1988, 43).

Culturally the presence of Grooved ware has been used as a broad indicator in
defining a period of change around the mid 3rd millennium be. Such a period of |
change is defined by fhe use of Unstan ware at one end of the continuum and Grooved
ware at the other. Chronologically the earliest radiocarbon dates for Grooved ware
come from three different sources; Barnhouse house 2 occupation deposits,
Quanterness Passage grave central chamber deposits (Renfrew 1979, 1990) and the
lower levels of the midden at Skara Brae (Clarke 1976b). These all suggest the
inception of Grooved ware within Orkney to have occurred sometime around 2600-
2500 b.c (3300-3000 cal B.C). Because of the relative clarity of the chronological
position of Grooved ware, Unstan ware has been considered as a temporally aind
culturally distinct ceramic form.

Many of the problems related to Grooved ware in Orkney stem from the
misconceived relationship between Unstan ware and Grooved ware. These in part
derive from the chronology of the two ceramic forms but also from the differing nature

of the settlement evidence associated with each ceramic. As we have seen the
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settlement evidence for the Orcadian Late Neolithic is rich. By contrast our knowledge
of settlement for the Early Neolithic period is far more partial. Up until recently the
only known standing settlement structure was the Knap of Howar, on Papa Westray
(Ritchie 1983). The location of this site on a small and fairly remote island served to
reproduce notions of a dispersed Early Neolithic settlement pattern, contrasting with
the tendency towards a more nucleated pattern of settlement in the Late Neolithic
(Renfrew 1979, Sharples 1992). Thus, the Knap of Howar provided the model for
earlier settlement within Orkney as a whole. However earlier excavations, notably by
Childe at Rinyo on Rousay, had indicated that below the level of the earliest Late
Neolithic houses were earlier occupational deposits. The sequence from Rinyo is
realised in its clearest form by Piggott who divided up the sequence at Rinyo into three

main phases:

Rinyo II. Pottery of Skara Brae 'A' class with fragments of a Beaker in the latest phase

of the site. .

Rinyo I. Pottery of Skara Brae 'B' and 'C' classes with a single sherd of comb-

ornamented ware.

'Pre-Rinyo’'. Plain sherd with textures and rim forms approximating to pottery from

the Orcadian chambered cairns (1954, 327).

Childe's discovery of carinated rim sherds from these lower 'Pre-Rinyo' levels
suggested to him that this pottery form was related to those discovered during earlier
excavations, mostly by William Grant, of stalled chambered cairns, on the same island
(Childe and Grant 1938). As we have already observed Childe perceived the users of

Unstan ceramics and Grooved ware as culturally distinct (Childe 1946), however, if
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the existence of Unstan sherds beneath a Grooved ware settlement were accepted, then
a continuous settlement pattern from the Early to Late Neolithic could be postulated.
Such an interpretation had important implications, since according to both a cultural-
historical or evolutionary viewpoint, the chronological significance of Unstan ware in
relation to Grooved ware, was of upmost importance. The position of both ceramics in
a typological and chronological sequence had further implications in the understanding
of the horizon of change around the mid-3rd millennium bc which was, in part,
heralded by the use of Grooved ware.

The validity of a sequence which saw Unstan ware prior to Grooved ware was
criticised some considerable years later by D.V Clarke, who sought to overturn both
the phasing suggested by Piggott (1954, 327) and the chronological interpretation of an
evolutionary change in material culture as suggested by Renfrew (1979, 205). On the
basis of Childe's poor excavation technique and record, Clarke reclassified the sherds
from Rinyo as fragments of a Grooved ware bowl, and therefore quite unconnected
with the Early Neolithic (1983, 47, fig 8). However, despite Clarke's attempt at
refuting the sequences of Childe, Piggott and Renfrew, recent excavations at
settlement sites such as Pool, Sanday and Stonehall, Mainland have both clarified and
reconfigured any discussion of the relationship between Earlier and Later Neolithic
ceramics and settlement.

The excavations at Pool of a series of stratified occupation deposits, including
midden and the remains of walling, produced an extremely clear sequence of
settlement and stratified ceramic finds. The earliest levels being typified by round
based Unstan ware while the later sees the use of flat based Grooved ware (MacSween
and Hunter 1991). This sequence reinforces both Childe's observations and the
suggestion of a chronological, if albeit evolutionary, interpretation by Renﬁ'ew, and
allows us to observe considerable temporal depth of occupation. However, due to the

nature of the excavation, few spatial relationships between structures could be
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observed. Excavations at Stonehall, however, revealed a fairly densely spaced
settlement pattern. Geophysical survey indicated the presence of a number of discrete
structures dispersed around the lee of Cuween Hill, while excavation of two areas,
sites A and C provided structural evidence of linear house constructions broadly
similar to that of house 2, Knap of Howar associated with Early Neolithic bowl forms.
Site B provided structural evidence of a large Late Neolithic settlement, associated
with late Grooved ware. While not all structures appeared to have spatial contiguity as
at later sites, it would appear that houses, associated with Early Neolithic bowls, were
clustered together in a localised area, quite unlike the highly dispersed settlement
pattern postulated from the location of the Knap of Howar. Furthermore the presence
of Late Neolithic structures associated with late cordoned Grooved ware attests to
similar patterns of settlement and continuity as at Pool.

It would appear then that the interpretation of the use and deposition of Grooved
ware hinged on its perceived cultural and chronological relationship with Unstan ware,
and the integral relationship between these pottery 'styles' and the construction and
continuity of settlement. The simple material differenceé between Unstan ware and
Grooved ware are enough to establish their cultural difference. The differences in the
morphology of the material are simply read back onto the people who created the
material. As Richards (1993a, 19-22) notes the distinctiveness of this relationship is
partly an artefact of Childe's early formulation of the 'Megalithic culture' and the 'Skara
Brae culture' (1946, 22-41), itself formed under the interpretative assumptions of
culture-history.

The nature of this debate is entirely structured by the notion of two bounded
cultural entities, either conceived as spatially overlapping but distinct, or as temporally
overlapping but distinct. However, Richards (1993a, 328) has noted that there is no
need to consider either ceramic forms as mutually exclusive, the apparent

chronological distinction need not represent the replacement of one cultural group by
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another. Indeed he has noted that, along with passage graves, Grooved ware is adopted
at different times by separate island communities. This is an argument I wish to
develop further. If we consider that Grooved ware was bound up with a particular way
of doing things, and the use of the ceramic signified distinctive social practices rather
than a distinctive cultural group, then the problem becomes an examination of the
particular material and social relations under which Grooved ware was produced and
used, rather than simply classifying it within one homogenised cultural group. In an
Orcadian context, it would appear that while Grooved ware is almost certainly
chronologically later than Unstan ware, rather than seeing the change in ceramic forms
as the result of the influx of a quite separate cultural group, or developing according to
an evolutionary process, the use of Grooved ware should be seen as the product of
particular social practices.

To reiterate then, the relationship between Unstan ware and Grooved ware has
traditionally been perceived as either cultural or chronological. Both positions perceive
the change from the use of one ceramic form to another to be rigid and bounded.

The presence of either ceramic form has been treated as signifying the presence of
specific cultural groups, rather than of particular social practices. Since both ceramic
forms are broadly associated with contrasting monument forms, it is the monuments
rather than the ceramics which have traditionally been employed to inform accounts of
social identity and social organisation. As such the ceramics have rarely been
successfully integrated into an account of the nature of social identity and organisation

during the Orcadian Neolithic.
The categorisation of Grooved ware in Orkney: form, fabric and decoration

In the previous sections I have stressed the relative lack of studies concerning

the relationship between culture, society and artefacts during the Orcadian Late
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Neolithic. Nevertheless, while most studies of society have been concerned to stress
the importance of monuments, a number of studies have addressed the nature of
Orcadian Grooved ware in relation to culture, although most of these have been
concerned with defining the differences between a 'Grooved ware culture' and an
Unstan ware culture'. What I wish to focus on here is the definition of difference
within Grooved ware assemblages themselves, as a starting position to understand
Grooved ware in relation to issues of culture.

The definition of Grooved ware categories has developed from the observation
of change in the deeply stratified material from settlement sites, this definition is fairly
refined but also fraught with problems. The categorisation of material change has
drawn on two major aspects of Grooved ware; the changing nature of pottery fabric,
and the changing decorative technique. MacSween (1990, 1992) notes that both
tempering material and decoration change, in tandem, over the period of occupation of
the settlement at Poql, Sanday. Broadly we see a shift in the use of shell temper to the
use of rock temper (MacSween 1990, 43), along with this we see a change in incised
decoration to applied decoration. MacSween (1992, 261-2) also notes that there are |
substantial differences in vessel morphology over time. The Grooved ware derives

from phases 2 and 3 of the site (Hunter and MacSween 1991):

Phase 2.1/2.2 Incised ware (parallel lines), baggy vessels. Upto 67% shell tempered,

33% untempered.

Phase 2.3 Incised ware (chevrons), baggy vessels. Upto 67% shell tempered. 20%

untempered, 13% rock tempered.

Phase 3.1/3.2 Applied decoration, scalloped rims, bucket shaped vessels. Upto 75%

rock tempered, 10% untempered, 5% shell tempered.
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Childe (1931a, 130-2) had earlier grouped the Skara Brae Grooved ware according to

decoration and had noted the chronological integrity of the decorative changes:

Class A Relief/applied decoration; Al-simple applied cordons; A2 cordons applied
with slip. A1 was found in all phases A2 was found only in phase 2.

Class B Relief decoration augmented with incisions on grooves. Does not occur

beyond phase 2.
Class C Grooved decoration incised ihto slipped surface. Found in phases 1 and 2.

Broadly then, we can see a change from pottery tempered with shell and
decorated with incised and embellished cordons, to pots tempered with rock and
decorated with simple applied cordons. These material changes allow us to broadly
sub-divide the Orcadian Late Neolithic into an earlier and later phase. There are a
number of problems with applying these chronological and material changes to all
settlement sites within Orkney. These schemes appear to have some integrity at Skara
Brae, Rinyo (Piggott 1954, 327) and Pool (Hunter and MacSween 1991), and as such
they could be employed to broadly date the occupation of a site. However, in all
phases of occupation at each settlemeﬁt we see considerable overlap in the use of
decorative techniques and temper'. A similar state of affairs exists at Barnhouse, where
this chronological integrity appears to have little validity, since both incised and
applied decorative teéhniques and shell and rock tempered vessels can be

demonstrated to be used contemporaneously.
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Decorative motifs and their occurrence on Grooved Ware sites.
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Figure 3.7: MacSweens Table of decorative elements. Note that for incised decoration decorative
elements are recombined in different ways, while for applied decoration decorative elements are
recombined in the same way. Note the similarity in the method of categorising material traits with the

approach of Wainwright and Longworth depicted in Fig 1.1 (from MacSween 1992, 264).

However, MacSween has classified this material further, and using this
generalised scheme she draws parallels across Orkney (1992). In doing this she
initially employs both decorative technique and decorative elements as a means of

comparison, thereby drawing similarities between material from a number of sites
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within Orkney (Fig 3.7). Essentially this scheme, while useful, draws on a number of
assumptions; firstly that cultural traits can be observed across a unified area, namely
that we are dealing with a single unified Grooved ware culture; secondly that by
breaking down the decorative scheme on vessels into their smallest components
MacSween assumes that these cultural traits can be used to map uniformity and
difference across Orkney. This project is fundamentally flawed since single decorative
elements may be used to signify a whole different set of meanings, and by themselves
are divorced from the grammatical structure of both the vessel and the assemblage as a
whole.

The notion of art as a grammatical system has been put forward by both Munn
(1973) and Morphy (1991). Morphy's study of Yolungu aborigine art notes that single
decorative elements have numerous meanings, only when they are used grammatically
as part of a holistic decorative scheme do they signify precise meanings. A similar
approach to the decoration of Grooved ware vessels is adopted in this study. Although
MacSween later acknowledges the inadequacies of this notion (1996, 42), she
continues to employ decorative scheme along with vessel morphology in order to map
assemblage differences across Scotland. Problematically, MacSween deals with these
aspects of Grooved ware on a very broad scale, and attempts to map uniformity
through very specific aspects of material culture.

While Bradley (1982) has noted the widespread nature of Grooved ware across
Britain, and suggested the concomitant widespread nature of decorative schemes, I feel
there is little value in simply comparing disassociated decorative elements or indeed
categories of vessel across such a wide geographical frame. Rather, my belief is that it
is essential to examine the details of the inter-relationships between sites in a localised
geographical area if we are to understand the way in which material culture changes

through social interaction and by changing social practices, and in particular to
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understand the way in which Grooved ware is categorised and employed in different
social strategies.

If we view the production of Grooved ware as the result of a series of culturally
specific categorisation procedures rather than simply as the result of technological and
stylistic evolutionary change (Renfrew 1979, 211, MacSween 1992, 263) then the
complexity of this sequence becomes clearer as we explore in detail the manufacture
and use of specific Grooved ware forms. If we look at the decoration of vessels not as
a series of disassociated decorative elements, but rather look at the decorative scheme
as a whole, then a rather different picture emerges. While the decoration of vessels
appears to involve similar elements, the way in which they are combined in overall
decorative schemes are different. We observe a stark difference between the decorative
schemes used in different settlement sites in the earlier phases of the Late Neolithic,
and a similarity in decorative schemes used in different settlements during the later
phases of the Late Neolithic (Fig 3.8). What is more, while there are different
 decorative schemes used in different settlements we also observe a predominance of
specific decorative schemes in each settlement.

Of most note is the difference between the decoration of Grooved ware in the
earliest phases of Skara Brae and the decoration of Grooved ware in contemporary
phases at Barnhouse, both sites are only about 8 miles apart, yet the decorative
schemes employed on Grooved ware from the two settlements are quite different. At
the former site the decorative scheme employs lozenge and spiral motifs, linear stab
motifs, and alternate horizontal and diagonal incisions in class C pottery, and dot
impressions and cross cutting incisions into cordons in class B pottery, while the
material from Barnhouse employs wavy curvilinear incisions, and serpentine motifs on
cordons respectively. Both sites appear to be contemporary with radiocarbon dates
between 2600-2400 be. As Richards (1993a, 191) notes only a single sherd of wavy

curvilinear decoration was found at Skara Brae.
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As a further point of comparison, the class C pottery from Rinyo employed lozenges
with fine dotted infill, while in the class B pottery simple linear cordons were
employed which were embellished with the fine point impressions. The class C pottery
from Pool employed lozenges, curvilinear incisions and cross-hatched infill.

While the decorative elements employed on vessels from each settlement are
similar, it is the manner in which they are combined which makes them distinctive and
recognisable as being provenanced from a specific settlement. Here it is cogent to
reiterate Bradley's remark that: 'if elements of the Grooved ware assemblage were
being shared...the decorative patterns on the ceramics may have been more effective
expressions of identity than the pots themselves' (1982, 36). Given this, the observed
changes in decorative scheme during the Orcadian Late Neolithic undoubtedly relate to
quite specific social practices and must relate to the expression of ideas of difference
and affinity. These observations are essential to an understanding of the relationship
between Grooved ware and social identities in the Orcadian Late Neolithic.

Similar problems in the scale of analysis occur in the analysis of petrological
data. The main body of research in this area has been conducted by David Williams.
Williams has analysed a number of Grooved ware assemblages, in particular those
from the Stones of Steness (Williams 1976), Quanterness (Williams 1979) and Skara
Brae and Rinyo (Williams 1982). He concluded that the angular nature of dyke
material within Orcadian Grooved ware suggests the selected use of this material in
the above assemblages. His analysis was undertaken on an Orkney wide scale
comparing Rinyo, Skara Brae, Quanterness and Stenness. However, it is precisely the
use of very specific and highly discrete dyke sources which should allow a more
detailed picture to be constructed of Orcadian Grooved ware production. Williams
falls back on a traditional broad bésed framework of ceramic provenancing and while a
definite tradition is isolated, the fine grained connections within the tradition are

masked by the coarse grained scale of analysis. Despite these reservations, Williams



103

has made some astute observations concerning the relationship between the petrology
of both the Grooved ware from Quanterness and Stenness and the decorative schemes
employed on certain vessels (Williams 1976, 1979). Quite rightly, he considered the
correlation between the specificity of temper and decoration tb be an important factor
in considering cultural interaction in Late Neolithic Orkney, and his approach has been
developed further in this study.

To reiterate then, we can only broadly apply the chronological and material
schemes outlined by Childe (1931a) and MacSween (1990, 1992, 1996), and we must
be careful in observing the differences as well as the similarities between sites,
expressed through fabric, petrology or decoration, if we are to adequately understand
the nature of the categories employed in producing Grooved ware vessels and their

individual roles in the expression of aspects of social and cultural identity.
Barnhouse, Grooved ware and social organisation

Now that we have examined a series of problems concerning the relationship
between cultural and social identity and social organisation, and various aspects of the
evidence from the Orcadian Late Neolithic, we are now in a position to examine the
case study itself, the settlement site at Barnhouse, Stenness, Mainland. While this site
was the subject of a previous study (Richards 1993a), the study of the Grooved ware
assemblage was of a more general nature. In the present study I wish to employ a more
detailed contextual approach. Given the differing nature of the structures at Barnhouse
it is essential to consider the way in which, through the use of Grooved ware, various
aspects of social identity may be differently expressed.

The Barnhouse settlement itself is situated in the centre of Mainland Orkney,
this area is topographically low lying, indeed it forms part of a natural bowl. Despite

its inland location this area is dominated by the contrasts between land and water, with
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If we now turn to the Stennness promontory we see a complimentary group of
monuments, with the smaller henge and stone circle of the Stones of Stenness and
some distance to the east the immense passage grave of Maes Howe. Also visible from
both the Stenness and Brodgar promontories is the chambered tomb of Unstan,
situated on the banks of the Loch of Stenness at the Ness of Onston to the west. Of
most interest, in the centre of this cluster of monuments, is the location of the Late
Neolithic settlement at Barnhouse on the banks of the Loch Of Harray about 150m
north of the Stones of Stenness. The complex within the central bowl is part of a larger
whole with a series of paired standing stones situated both around the hills which
describe the natural bowl, and within the centre of the complex, linking activities both
between and within these monuments (Richards 1996b). The location of the
Barnhouse settlement is unusual then, both within Orkney and more generally. It is
obvious that this region of the Orcadian landscape was perceived as symbolically
significant, and the construction of a series of monuments in this area reflects this.
Although the location of at least one settlement within a cluster of apparently ritual
monuments serves to both dispel the notion of an exclusively rifual or ceremonial
landscape and to problematise our understanding of the symbolic status of settlements
during the Late Neolithic.

Barnhouse was discovered as part of a fieldwalking exercise (Richards 1993a,
26-51), and was manifested at this stage as a scatter of artefacts including retouched
flint, polished stone axes and large sherds of Grooved ware. Given the obvious
richness of the site, it was promptly excavated by Colin Richards between 1985-1990.
Although it is difficult to consider phases for the site, since the construction of houses
on Late Neolithic settlements is of such a fluid nature, we can at least isolate various
stages of construction at Barnhouse. The initial stage of construction involved laying
the complex system of drains. Despite the apparently mundane nature of this activity,

it would seem that this activity both initiated and solidified the broad spatial structure
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of the settlement through much of its life. Two discrete systems of drainage are
apparent, they are arranged as two arcs positioned in a concentric arrangement. The
inner arc of drains connects house 6 as well as later houses 1, 11 and 12 in the centre
of the settlement. The second arc of drains connects houses 2, 3, 5 and 9. It is essential
then to see that from the initial stages of construction the spatial arrangement of the
settlement was cemented. The spatial arrangement involved the placement two
concentric arcs of houses surrounding a central area or space. This central area is
important for our considerations of the organisation of space and its relationship to
social identity. Most important is the fact that throughout the life of the settlement the
central area would appear to provide a focus for productive activities of all kinds,
including flint knapping, bone, wood and hide working and pottery production.

As to the construction of the houses themselves, it appears that in the earliest
phase of settlement around seven houses were built, including houses 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9
and 10 (Fig 3.11). Each house would appear to have been, at some time, demolished
and then built over, in approximately the same position and orientation. This is
particularly clear in the case of structures such as house 5. However, we also see at
some time during the later phase of settlement the construction of house 1 in proximity
to house 6 and house 11 overlaying house 6. What is most notable is that both houses
2 and 3 appear to continue to be used through much of the life of the settlement. House
9 went out of use by the final phase of occupation since structure 8 was partially built
over the site, and its status through the main phases of settlement is uncertain. It would
appear then that the earliest phases of settlement are both complex and fluid.

The architecture of these houses conforms with those excavated from the earliest
levels of Rinyo and Skara Brae. The houses are rounded with a series of stone
furnishings recessed into the walls, the furniture is arranged in a cruciform manner

around a central stone built hearth.
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Figure 3.11: The spatial organisation of the settlement during the earliest phases at Barnhouse
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What is most important in the analysis of social identity in this context, as discussed
above, is the differential nature of house size and the arrangement of houses at this
early stage of settlement at Barnhouse.

This difference is exemplified by the construction of the unusual house 2 to the
west of the settlement. Not only does the actual construction of house 2 involve far
finer quality walling than the other houses, but the ground plan is twice the size of the
other houses. The complex architecture of house 2 draws on an arrangement of space
similar to the typical Late Neolithic house, however the house has a double cruciform
arrangement with a total of six recesses, with three recessed alcoves found in both
rooms. The south-eastern entrance to the house is dominated by a large slab-lined
hearth, and in close proximity to this feature is a large stone covering a pit or cist. On
excavation this pit was found to contain fragments of bone, postulated as human
(Richards 1990a, 323). The hearth in this area is also larger than the typical hearth
within the other houses and it is furnished with a number of additional features; eithef
side of the hearth, and runﬁing parallel to it, are large slabs and within the hearth itself
is a shelf-like feature. Three alcoves adjoin this room, two divided off from the centre
of the room by stone uprights. The north-eastern alcove contained a large scooped
feature leading into a drain which ran off to the Northeast, the south-eastern alcove
contained a small pit. Movement within this eastern room is restricted by a series of
posts, and movement through it involves passing over the cist cover and turning to the
left. This provides access to a western room furnished with a smaller hearth. To the
left of this hearth an intense patch of burning may indicate the position of a rounded
oven. Again three alcoves adjoin the room and are divided off from it by large stone
uprights. The western alcove and the south-western alcoves both contain pits. House 2
has two distinctive phases of use which involves the sealing of the eastern features

under clay flooring, and the continued use of the central stone hearth in the western
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room. In every possible way then house 2 stands out from the rest of the settlement and
as we shall see, the activities conducted within it serve to mark it out as unusual.

The final use of the Barnhouse settlement involves the construction of a
monumental building, structure 8. This building was constructed south of the main
area of settlement and consisted of an external clay platform onto which a large square
building was constructed (Fig 3.12). This building also draws on the spatial
arrangement of the Late Neolithic house, having a large central hearth and dresser. The
clay platform contains a series of stone fireboxes and hearths to the Southeast, and is
surrounded by a stone wall. The central building is entered through an elaborated
entranceway or porch, situated between the stone slots of this porch is a large hearth.
To the east of structure 8 is a large stone cut trench into which the drain at the
Southeast of structure 8 is oriented. This stone cut trench, trench K, may surround and
delimit the whole settlement, although this cannot be assessed without further
excavation. It may be contemporary with all phases of settlerxient, although it is only
certainly stratigraphically related to the use of structure 8. |

The occupation of the site spans a four hundred year period as estimated by
calibrated radiocarbon dates. The earliest uncalibrated radiocarbon dates of 2640 +/-
75 be and 2620 +/- 75 be are provenanced from charred barley within the house 2
hearth, while the latest dates of 2410 +/- 60 bc, 2450 +/- 65 bc and 2525 +/- 70 be are
provenanced from birch charcoal in occupation deposits within the interior of structure
8. Activity at various stages of the sites history are also dated such as the middle phase
of construction at house 5 (2450 +/- 70 bc). Most importantly the latest activity in the
central area is dated to 2550 +/- 60 be. Calibrated, the earliest dates for the settlement
are 3600-3110 BC and 3500-3100 BC, while the latest dates are 3270-2920 BC and
3090-2910 BC.
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Of course the phasing of the site is problematic and it appears that there were
considerable episodes of demolition and rebuilding on the site, and as noted above
these particular activities are characteristic of the Orcadian Late Neolithic as a whole.
Nevertheless, with this detailed chronology it is possible to examine the changing
production and use of Grooved ware in relation to different houses and at different
stages during the life of the settlement. While the first two phases of building
associated with the settlement are fairly fluid, the construction of Structure 8 marks the
final phase of occupation, and it is possible to contrast the Grooved ware associated

with this later building with the earlier houses.

Summing Up

We need to draw together a series of themes discussed in this chapter with a
broader discussion of Barnhouse in order to set the scene for the more detailed
examination of the Grooved ware assemblage. One of the major points to note
concerning Barnhouse is the settlement pattern itself. In the earliest phase we observe
two groups of houses arranged in concentric rings around a central area. This spatial
pattern is set out at a very early stage, as we have seen from the system of drains.
While this pattern relates to cosmological notions of circularity and concentricity
echoed in the use of space in the houses themselves, it is worth considering here how
much the pattern also relates to specific notions of social identity. This is a theme
which will be explored further throughout this study. A further point concerns the
nature of activity within the central area. Not only is this important in our
considerations of Grooved ware production, but given the overall pattern of settlement
it may have deeper social and symbolic resonance.

What is more, Barnhouse is one of the few Orcadian settlements where houses

can be seen to be differentiated by size and groundplan. It is essential to further
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examine this point in terms of social structure and social identity. In a similar vein, the
large monumental building, structure 8, is a unique construction, and it too provides a
means of examining the changing nature of social identity and social structure in
relation to the earlier houses.

In terms of Grooved ware, Barnhouse is important since, unlike other deeply
stratified sites such as Pool, Sanday (Hunter and MacSween 1991) it is possible to
examine both the production and use of Grooved ware spatially, and observe the
contrast in material in different areas of the site as well as within different houses. On
a another level, it is essential to explore the notion of settlements employing specific
decorative schemes. Through a detailed contextual examination it should be possible
to examine how these schemes are used in social practices at Barnhouse, and what this

means in terms of the expression of social and cultural identity.



Chapter Four

Characterising and Categorising the Barnhouse Grooved ware

assemblage
Introduction

Before commencing a detailed discussion of the biographies of various
categories of Grooved ware at Barnhouse it is essential to characterise these categories.
As Boast (1990, 181-2) indicates, categories are created through the manipulation of
various 'dimensions of variability'. Such 'dimensions of variability' may include fabric,
wall thickness, decorative elements, decorative scheme etc. It is the variation in these
'dimensions of variability' which distinguish one category of vessel from another. The
aim here is to distinguish the various dimensions along which Grooved ware vessels
vary, and thereby characterise the differences which go to make up various categories

of Grooved ware at Barnhouse.
Characterising the Barnhouse Grooved ware: fabric

The first factor which distinguishes vessels of different categories is the manner
in which they are tempered. As indicated in chapter 2, a detailed examination of the
Barnhouse assemblage enabled the fabrics to be broadly grouped into the following

categories:

Fabric A; Rock tempered with a frequency between 10-30%

Fabric B; Rock tempered with a frequency of 50% or more.
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Fabric B1; Rock tempered with a frequency of 50% or more, also tempered with
approximately 10% shell (observed as voids).

Fabric C; Shell tempered with a frequency of 10-30% (these are observed as voids
since the shell has decayed in acidic soil conditions).

Fabric D; Untempered, only non-plastics include naturally rounded quartz inclusions.

Fabric E; Untempered.

There appears to be a degree of variability then in the way in which vessels are
tempered at Barnhouse. The primary variation depends on the type of temper used;
shell or rock although some vessels contain no temper. However, there appears to be
further variation according to the frequency of the tempering agent. For example,
vessels tempered with rock vary according to the frequency of temper, for fabric A 10-
30%, for fabric B and B1 50%. Again, although fabrics D and E are essentially
untempered they are also distinguished by the relative presence or absence of natural
non-plastics within the clay. Furthermore the process by which shell tempered vessels
are distinguished again operates according to this variable; while fabric C vessels are
entirely distinguished by the high frequency of shell inclusions, fabric B1, is tempered
with a lower frequency of shell along with a high frequency of rock.

While variation in temper frequency is apparent, the reasons for this variation
are initially difficult to understand, however, if we compare temper frequency, in terms
of fabric, against wall thickness then the variation in temper frequency becomes
comprehensible (Fig 4.1). While fabrics A and B include vessels tempered with rock
inclusions, vessels of fabric A tend to be from 10-15 mm in wall thickness, while
vessels of fabric B are typically over 20 mm in wall thickness. Shell tempered vessels
of fabric C are 7-15 mm in wall thickness, while those of fabric B1 are typically at the

extreme end of the scale being over 25 mm in wall thickness.
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Figure 4.1: The relationship between fabric and wall thickness in the Barnhouse Grooved ware

assemblage (from Richards 1993a, 183)
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Fabrics D and E are essentially part of a continuum ranging from 5-9 mm thickness,
with Fabric D occupying the upper end of the scale, fabric E the lower.

It would appear that fabric may be an initial stage in the categorisation process,
and may serve to create broad distinctions between different categories of pottery.
However, vessels of different broad fabric categories vary along a scale, in both the
frequency of inclusions used within the fabric of the vessel and the wall thickness.
Thus it is possible to distinguish a primary process of categorisation according to
fabric and wall thickness, two separate variables that appear to correlate closely, each

one, possibly, determining the other.
Characterising the Barnhouse Grooved ware: volume and rim diameter

We now need to move on from a simple correlation between fabric and wall
thickness to understand the way in which these variables are manipulated in order to
create three-dimensional vessels. One of the means by which we can do this is to
correlate one of these variables, wall thickness, against veséel volume. It is notable,
with slight shape differences, that Grooved ware vessels essentially fall into a single
categorical form, being either bucket or cylinder shaped. The Barnhouse Grooved ware
was essentially bucket shaped, where profiles could be reconstructed. This conformity
of shape has both advantages and disadvantages; the lack of variation in shape means
it is easy to correlate volumes from different assemblages, however the cylindrical
nature of Grooved ware means it is difficult to reconstruct the entire volume of a

vessel. As a consequence vessels' volumes were calculated from a number of vessels

‘from Bamhouse and a number of other assemblages, including Stenness, Quanterness,

Skara Brae, Rinyo and the Links of Noltland.
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Figure 4.2: Wall thickness: volume ratio in reconstructed Grooved ware vessels from Orkney

The above graph provides a broad measurement of different size categories of
vessel, and indicates that the relationship between the two is broadly exponential. The
advantage of correlating vessel volume with wall thickness is that we can extrapolate
from this graph, and through the simple measurement of wall thickness we can build
up a picture of the variation of vessel volumes within a given assemblage. At
Barnhouse it would seem that although vessels are basically bucket-shaped, there is
considerable complexity within the assemblage. Broadly, Grooved ware at Barnhouse

falls into three main categories of size and volume:

1. Large Vessels (Fabric A, B and B1): Vessels with a wall thickness of 16-30 mm
and a volume of 10-35 000 cc.

2. Medium Vessels (Fabric A and C): Vessels with a wall thickness of 9-15 mm and a
volume of 2-8000 cc. '
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