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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
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(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).



15

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



18

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.









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































