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Akira Nishitani , PhD Thesis Abstract 

 

Typological Classification and the Chronology of Iron Age pottery  

in central-southern Britain 

 

 

Pottery has been one of the most popular artefacts in the study of the Iron Age in 

central-southern Britain because of its advantages of commonality, durability and volume. 

Pottery studies have provided important clues for understanding the society and culture in 

the region. These studies also have contributed to constructing the chronologies of the 

regions. However, pottery studies have tended to be unpopular in recent decades. Despite 

their crucial importance to the field of Iron Age archaeology, ceramic studies of 

classification and chronology have not been adequately developed. The lack of these 

places all related studies at a disadvantage, which can be clearly identified in recent works 

of the region.  

This thesis re-examines the existing fundamental studies of Iron Age pottery. The 

method of classification and chronology of pottery uses statistical analyses, considering the 

importance of objectivity and actual data, which appears to be lacking in the existing 

studies. According to this approach, a new framework of the Iron Age pottery is created. 

The analysis also addresses other important issues for ceramic studies including 

classification, stratigraphy and absolute dating. These issues are discussed in order to 

produce reliable studies in the future by providing useful approaches to ceramic 

chronology. Most importantly, this thesis aims to emphasise the importance of the 

classification and chronology of pottery and to encourage the continuous re-examination of 

these studies. 
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also its advantage (cf. Shepard 1956; Orton et al. 1993). Consequently, pottery studies 

have contributed to understanding of a variety of prehistoric aspects: culture (function, use 

and meaning), economy (production and distribution) and society (interaction between 

regions and regional organisation) (cf. Rice 1987; Sinopoli 1991). Furthermore, pottery has 

played an important role in constructing chronologies in prehistoric studies (Willis 2002: 4; 

cf. Barrett 1980: 297). 

It should be remembered that these contributions are based on classifications of pottery, 

it would have been difficult for them to arise without such work taking place. Additionally, 

any interesting interpretations of artefacts, sites and other social aspects can be changed, 

depending on pottery classification, as they often rely upon ceramic chronologies. This 

demonstrates the importance of ceramic classifications and chronologies to prehistoric 

studies.  

 

1.2  Aims and objectives 

 

The research will focus on re-examining classifications and chronologies of Iron Age 

pottery in central-southern Britain. It will also consider the properties of Iron Age pottery, 

considering the context and circumstances of other archaeological evidence and 

approaches. This aims to revaluate and stimulate analysis of pottery and other artefacts for 

the development of detailed and reliable studies. 

As discussed below, classifications and chronologies of Iron Age pottery have been 

inadequately addressed over the recent decades, creating some problems. Firstly, in order 

to identify key issues, reviews of existing ceramic studies will be conducted in both a 

broader and a specific context. This will also lead to the identification of subordinate issues 

on current studies of pottery. Secondly, classification methods appropriate for Iron Age 
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pottery will be sought after detailed examinations of problems with existing approaches. 

Based on these potential methods, case studies for classifications of pottery from 

central-southern Britain will be undertaken. According to the classifications, their 

chronological frameworks will be considered through both relative and absolute dates. This 

is followed by examinations of ceramic relations between the case study sites. Finally, 

issues derived from the case studies will be discussed for the development of ceramic 

studies, especially in terms of the construction of ceramic chronologies. This can also be 

useful for studies of other artefacts and sites. In conclusion, the future prospects of ceramic 

studies will be presented. 

 

1.3  Structure of this study 

 

This study is composed of eight chapters excluding the introduction. In Chapter 2, the 

history of theoretical studies in archaeology is broadly reviewed, focusing on prehistoric 

pottery studies. This demonstrates key issues for ceramic studies in a theoretical context, 

especially in terms of classification and chronology. This reveals how approaches to 

ceramic studies have changed and which themes have tended to be overlooked. This 

understanding allows us to re-evaluate existing approaches including traditional studies. 

Chapter 3 focuses on practical studies of pottery in Iron Age Britain, especially those 

of chronological frameworks. It also explores which aspects of the pottery have been 

addressed, identifying the recent study trend and considering what types of ceramic studies 

are needed. In the final section, the spatial and chronological limits for this study are 

presented which consider the history of ceramic studies in Iron Age Britain and the 

availability of appropriate ceramic data. 
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on ceramics and related archaeological data result from the case studies which will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 

Chapter 7 discusses two issues revealed in the case studies. Firstly, two issues on 

stratigraphy based on data from site excavations are discussed. The first is data 

presentation, which is crucial for allowing chronological studies of artefacts and sites to be 

developed. Existing methods of presentation are reviewed and improvements are proposed. 

The second issue relates to residuality and deposition of artefacts which can complicate 

their relative relations in chronology. Potential research is considered after discussion of 

this issue. Data on absolute dates is interrogated to identify its availability and relevance to 

current situations in terms of both historical cross-dating and physical and chemical 

scientific dating. Issues with various methods and their applications are also discussed. 

Based on these examinations, potential approaches useful for absolute dating of pottery are 

explored. 

Finally, the conclusion of this study will be presented in Chapter 8. It attempts to stress 

crucial problems with the fundamental studies of regional pottery to allow for their proper 

development. This chapter also highlights prospective approaches and manners for future 

studies. 
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Chapter 3 

A review of the Iron Age pottery studies in Britain 

 

 

3.1  Introduction  

 

   According to comprehensive studies about Iron Age Britain and its pottery (e.g. 

Cunliffe 1974, 2005; Hill 1995b, 2002a; Haselgrove et al. 2001; Woodward and Hill 2002), 

pottery studies in Iron Age Britain can be broadly separated into five main themes: 1) 

chronology; 2) production; 3) distribution; 4) usage and 5) social organisation. Though the 

individual themes can be sub-divided into detailed areas and relate to each other, this 

classification is adopted here for a clear understanding of the characteristics of the pottery 

studies. 

Studies of ceramic chronology based on pottery classification have provided time 

scales of vessels in many regions, and the individual time scales allowed archaeologists to 

compare aspects of ceramics between sites and between regions. Such comparison studies 

tended to be related to culture-historical approaches and were thus fundamental in the first 

half of the twentieth century. However, such methods have become relatively 

old-fashioned since the culture-historical approaches were rejected in British prehistoric 

archaeology (Hill 2002a: 75). In studies of pottery production, there are various subjects 

involved with the process of ceramic manufacture, such as selection of raw material, 

methods of forming and firing, and surface treatment. These tend to be based on different 

approaches like petrology (e.g. Peacock 1968; Shotton and Hendry 1979; Neff 1992), 

ethnology (e.g. van der Leeuw and Pritchard 1984; Rice 1987) and sociology (e.g. 

Lemonnier 1986; Gosselain 1992). Studies of ceramic distribution are concerned with the 
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coin chronologies are applicable is confined to the last one hundred years or so of the Iron 

Age. Moreover, they share the problems of brooches: e.g., although more than 75 Celtic 

coins are available from Danebury, only very few coins are usable in the site case study 

because of their stratigraphic circumstances. Due to this factor, the coins also appear to be 

inappropriate as a main chronological indicator. Other metal objects, such as weapons, 

mirrors and various containers, can also be chronological tools (e.g. Jope 2000; Cunliffe 

2005), but these are uncommon in British Iron Age sites. Therefore, they are also unlikely 

to be relevant chronological indicators though they could be useful for the refinement of 

chronologies.   

 

3.2.5.3  Approaches to the chronological division 

 

Unlike metal objects, ceramics are common in British Iron Age sites though there are 

some aceramic regions in Wales and northern Britain (e.g. Harding 2004; Cunliffe 2005). 

As discussed in the later chapters, there are issues on their use as chronological indicators, 

and some studies proposed that ceramics were improper for this role (e.g. Hill 1995b, 

2002). However, apart from specific absolute dating methods, many Iron Age studies have 

had to depend on ceramic chronologies for dating (Willis 2006: 90). Furthermore, as 

ceramics have a number of advantages in terms of their universality, amount, size and 

durability, they would be much more effective than other artefacts for use as a 

chronological indicator. In other words, it seems that chronologies based on ceramic 

typological classifications should be utilised as the primary chronological source for 

describing various aspects of the Iron Age.  

It must be remembered that ceramic chronologies are simply specific standards which 

allow regional comparisons and syntheses to be made in order to lead to a fuller 
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Other artefact chronologies should be based on ceramic schemes, using these as 

standard chronological measures for each geographical level (see Figure 3.15). A variety of 

factors for Iron Age societies, such as culture, economy and society, should also be 

examined in the same way. In other words, it seems that the chronological division of the 

Iron Age should be confined to ceramic chronologies with absolute dates, this specific 

criterion effectively reduces confusion and other problems in the existing chronologies 

examined above.   

 

3.2.6  Conclusion  

    

Chronological divisions are very important for discussing the development of Iron Age 

societies, and many other aspects such as economy and culture, as their studies divide them 

into manageable frames of time. Approaches to the method of division depend on the study, 

but they should be cross-comparable for the discussion to develop. As most chronologies 

have absolute dates, the comparison may be feasible. However, various factors such as 

artefacts, cultures, settlements and social aspects, are used to identify absolute dates, 

therefore, the chronological divisions tend to be confused with each other because of these 

different factors. Such complicated circumstances were identified in the above 

examinations of the British Iron Age studies from broader and regional viewpoints. This 

confusion has caused problems in interpretation and made diverse discussions complex.  

Consequently, it was recommended that a specific criterion for chronological divisions 

should be defined to avoid such a complex and confusing situation. Following the 

examinations of various criteria, ceramic chronologies have shown a number of advantages 

and could be useful for this purpose. Other artefact chronologies and a variety of the Iron 

Age aspects should be assessed by using absolute dates and ceramic chronologies as a 
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heights, according to the case studies presented in this research (see Chapters 5 and 6). 

Given these issues, Rachel Pope (2003) examined relations between ceramic restrictions 

and functions, using functional classifications of vessels in ethnographic studies. This 

presented different characteristics of ceramic use between Iron Age sites in Dorset and 

their changes in chronological developments. Hill (2002b) used a similar approach, 

providing regionalities and changes in ceramic usage in East Anglia with more detailed 

analysis where different types of food cultures were highlighted (also cf. Barrett 1989; 

Willis 1994).  

However, actual ceramic usage does not necessarily correspond to intended use. Issues 

on how individual vessels were used in the past require careful examination of their 

circumstances of depositions and residues (Morris 2002: 58-59). Symbolic meanings of 

pottery can be considered through such analysis. Common approaches include studies 

focusing on rituals, burials, monuments and settlements where ceramics are deliberately 

broken and deposited (e.g. Hill 1995a; Gwilt 1997; Pollard 2002). However, it seems that 

such Iron Age pottery studies have not been as widespread as those of Neolithic and 

Bronze Age pottery. This could be due to differences in trends of ritual cultures between 

the ages: Iron Age rituals tend to be recognised in settlements whilst Neolithic and Bronze 

Age rituals are likely to be identified in burials and monuments (Hill 2002a: 81-2). It can 

be assumed that the primary conditions of rituals tend not to remain in settlements because 

of the more intense disturbances of their contexts in later periods. Thus, there could be 

difficulty in the availability of sufficient materials for analysis.  
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understanding of the socio-cultural aspects associated with pottery and can also show their 

changes and regionalities through ceramic chronologies. Given their approaches, recent 

studies relate to trends of post-processual archaeologies in their theoretical context. 

All the above ceramic studies have contributed to developments of Iron Age studies in 

different ways. However, the stagnation in the field of pottery classifications should be 

reversed as they sustain diverse studies. In terms of spatial viewpoints, the revision of 

contents and identifications of certain types of vessels would allow their distributions to be 

modified. Furthermore, this modification might prompt the amendment of the dominant 

interpretations of exchange systems and social organisations. Although many pottery 

classifications and chronological frameworks have been presented in Iron Age studies and 

excavation reports, their methods have not always been fully developed. This suggests an 

uncertainty in their conclusions, with a number of issues being highlighted with existing 

approaches to ceramic classifications, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 7. Given this 

situation, the following pieces of work should be focused upon: 1) re-examinations of 

existing ceramic classifications and their methods; 2) explorations of new classificatory 

methods; 3) practical analysis with case studies and 4) reviews of the analyses, specifying 

and discussing issues on the construction of chronologies. 

 

3.4  Regional setting: central-southern Britain  

 

This research selects central-southern Britain (Wessex) because Iron Age studies of 

this region have been important and influential for other areas of Britain and there are large 

quantities of pottery available (e.g. Hill 1995b; Haselgrove et al. 2001; Willis 2002; Moore 

2006). Sharples (2010) has revealed the background to the area, highlighting the great 
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between inland Britain and the continent and also produced huge amounts of ceramics 

suitable for classification. The time span for this study spreads from around 800 BC to the 

middle of the first century AD in the light of current studies of southern Britain (e.g. 

Haselgrove et al. 2001; Cunliffe 2005; Haselgrove and Moore 2007; Haselgrove and Pope 

2007; Sharples 2010).   
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typological classification of pottery, stressing the improvement of existing subjective 

approaches. He also emphasised three advantages of multivariate classification analysis 

(ibid.; 22-3). Firstly, the analysis dealing with multidimensional attributes can produce new 

viewpoints for typological classification of pottery which subjective approaches could 

overlook. Secondly, it is useful for presenting and communicating classification results to 

both national and international archaeologists. Thirdly, different analysis results of the 

same materials can represent differences in ideas and viewpoints on the materials of 

analysts. Although the multivariate classification analysis has these advantages, there have 

tended to be few notable differences in typological schemes of pottery between such 

quantitative analyses and the traditional methods. It is also noted that attributes selected for 

typological classification rely heavily on knowledge and experience of classifiers (Fujio 

1993: 72). Furthermore, multivariate classification analysis which requires specific 

knowledge and technique of statistics could be avoided by many archaeologists familiar 

with the traditional methods. 

Consequently, such statistical analysis has not become popular in Yayoi pottery studies. 

In other words, the traditional approaches to typological classification tend to be more 

common than the statistical analyses, at present. Constant typological examinations of 

pottery, by use of these approaches and scientific dating methods, continue to refine 

typological schemes of Yayoi pottery for many sites, local areas and regions (e.g. Okita 

1987; see Figure 4.23; Takesue 1987; Terasawa and Morioka 1989, 1990; Takakura 1990; 

Tsunematsu 1991; Masaoka and Matsumoto 1992; Sugawara and Umeki 2000; Kanou and 

Ishiguro 2002; Fujio 2003; Kawamura 2003; Nakazono 2004; Kawabe 2009), this has led 

to developments in other related studies. Given the above situations, this study will 

principally adopt the traditional methods for ceramic typological classification. However, 

as Nakazono (2004) stressed, it is important to present data and information on analysis 
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which allows re-examination of analytical procedure by other archaeologists. It is also 

necessary to produce specific classification criteria, using objective methods as appropriate 

for the same reason. Therefore, in cases of meaningful and possible classification, 

quantitative analysis will be utilised in this study which is an experiment if such new 

approaches are useful for classification of British Iron Age pottery. 

 

4.6.2  Keynotes of typological analyses of pottery 

 

It is important to consider whole processes of pottery manufacture for ceramic 

classifications as all attributes are produced at different stages in the process. Acquisitions 

of clay and essential materials, profile forming, surface treatments including decorations, 

drying, firing and finishing are all processes involved in the manufacture of pottery (e.g. 

Shepard 1956; Rice 1987; Arnold 1991). In order to produce appropriate classifications of 

Iron Age pottery, these various factors need to be examined, however, there are difficulties 

in addressing all aspects due to the nature and availability of information on ceramic 

materials. Given this, it appears to be valid to select specific factors for ceramic 

classifications. Similarly, factors which represent chronological and spatial differences 

more clearly than others should be explored. The visual elements of pottery like shape, size 

and decoration appear to be more effective for typological classification than fabrics, some 

surface treatments and colour, therefore, this study will focus on these three factors. 

The analysis consists of three stages: 1) classifications of vessels; 2) examinations of 

their stratigraphic relations and 3) their absolute dates, using cross-dating with dated 

objects and scientific dating methods to establishments of chronological frameworks. The 

first stage is the most crucial and also most feasible in terms of the availability of materials. 

In addition to these, there appear to be problems with existing classifications, as discussed 
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Chapter 5 

Two possible methods for typological classification of  

Iron Age pottery: a case study examining vessels from 

Hengistbury Head, Dorset 

 

 

5.1  Introduction  

 

Typological studies of Iron Age pottery in Britain have long been conducted based on a 

variety of approaches, as shown in the last chapter. However, most of these studies have 

tended to focus on understanding cultural contexts and on constructing chronological 

schemes from the later first half to the earlier second half of the 20th century. Although 

these studies were developed using detailed analyses from the 1970s to the 1980s, they 

have been unpopular in recent decades for several reasons, as noted above. This suggests 

that the re-examination of existing studies of ceramic typology have not been sufficiently 

carried out, which can cause serious problems to other Iron Age studies based on ceramic 

classification and chronology. The examination of existing methods of ceramic 

classification made in Chapter 4 revealed important issues: 1) subjective ceramic 

classification without clear criteria; 2) lack of viewpoints of difference in ceramic size; 3) 

inconsistency between definitions of ceramic categories and actual materials allocated, 

based on the definitions; 4) inapplicability of existing methods of ceramic classification to 

a large number of vessels which are not in perfect profile. Additionally, given the increase 

of ceramic data produced by recent excavations, there appears to be a need to address 

typological studies of Iron Age pottery. 
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Using this data set, identification of the stratigraphic phases of individual vessels is 

attempted. To do this, stratigraphic data on ceramics is compared with the diagrammatic 

stratigraphy (Figure 5.21) in the excavation of Site 1 from 1979 to 1984 and stratified plans 

from each phase presented in the report. in the stratigraphic position of each ceramic sherd 

can be found in Table 5.20.   

 

5.2.5.2 Analysis of data on ceramic stratigraphy 

 

The 1979-1984 excavations of Site 1 produced a relatively large amount of information 

on ceramic stratigraphy which is arranged in Tables 5.21, 5.22 and Figure 5.23. There are 

six Curved/Curved-6 typed vessels which are the most frequently found type in the data. 

The total number of ceramics in the data is 17, and the rest of the vessels consist of 10 

types. In terms of the stratigraphy of the Curved/Curved-6 type, No.1254 found from phase 

A is marked. This vessel has a short rim and thick wall, and also shows a difference in 

shape to the others. No. 1284 recovered from phase E having a rather short shoulder is also 

a specific type in this assemblage. The rims of the others tend to curve outwards strongly 

and long. Although the vessels of this group are mainly regarded as late Iron Age pottery 

in the excavation report, these were recovered from the contexts of the Roman phases 

except Nos. 1254 and 1221. This stratigraphic circumstance does not allow the vessels to 

be arranged in relative chronological order. 

There are two Curved/Upstanding-11 types which show a difference between these in 

the ratio of neck diameters to maximum diameters: No. 1229 has a non-swollen body 

whilst No. 398 has a swollen body. In terms of these morphological characteristics, the 

former rim is long and leans outwards though the latter rim is somewhat short and upright. 

There is also a difference in decoration between these vessels. Nos. 1229 and 398 were 
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recovered from different stratigraphic phases: the former, from the late Iron Age 2, and the 

latter regarded as late Iron Age pottery in the report, from the later Roman Age. It is 

inappropriate to consider these relative relations in time, based on this stratigraphic 

circumstance. 

There are three different sub-divided types in the Curved/Upstanding group. The ratio 

of neck diameter to maximum diameter represents a difference: No. 1216 has a strong 

swollen body. In terms of the stratigraphy, two vessels regarded as middle to late Iron Age 

1 pottery were found in the Roman phases whilst the other considered as late Iron Age 2 

pottery was recovered from the late Iron Age context. 

Four different types of vessels are available from the Loosely Curved type. There is a 

difference in neck diameters between markedly large No. 1202 and the others. In terms of 

these stratigraphic circumstances, only No. 433 was found from the Iron Age context 

whilst two similar types (Nos. 1285, 1288). regarded as late Iron Age pottery in the report, 

were discovered from the earlier Roman contexts and No. 433, considered to be early Iron 

Age pottery, was recovered from the later Roman context. In other words, three of four 

Iron Age vessels belong to the Roman phases and thus, it is unfeasible to arrange these 

vessels in relative chronological order by use of stratigraphic information. 

The above examination reveals the difficult y in understanding clear change in ceramic 

shape. Using only 17 vessels, it is impossible to establish a relative chronology. 

Additionally, 11 of 17 vessels were recovered from Roman contexts. It can be inferred that 

these vessels continued to be manufactured or used after the beginning of the Roman 

period, or that these were re-deposited after the disturbance of the site in the period. 

The stratigraphic information on nine vessels is available from the Site 1 excavation in 

1970. However, all of these were found from the same layer (layer 2), which does not 

allow for the establishment of a relative chronological order for these vessels. Additionally, 
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Chapter 6 

A regional typological classification of Iron Age vessels: ceramic 

chronologies and comparisons 

 

 

6.1  Introduction  

 

This chapter addresses several further case studies, using the typological methods 

established in the previous chapter. This is to verify their usefulness and to construct a 

ceramic framework for each Iron Age site. This is followed by a comparison between the 

ceramic schemes of the case study sites, which highlights the characteristics of these 

individual schemes and the regional framework of Iron Age pottery. It also reveals 

important issues about the nature of Iron Age pottery in the case study region and of the 

archaeological data related to the pottery, which will be further discussed in Chapter 7. 

Eight Iron Age sites in the Andover area were selected for examination, because they 

contained an adequate number of ceramic illustrations in their site reports: Danebury, 

Suddern Farm, Houghton Down, Woolbury, Nettlebank Copse, Bury Hill, Balksbury 

Camp and Old Down Farm. This area was selected for the case studies because it is 

important for Iron Age pottery studies and related studies, as noted in Chapter 3. Each case 

study is composed of two sections: examination of the stratigraphic information and 

absolute dating, and typological classification of vessels based on morphological factors. 

For each case study site, a ceramic scheme is produced 
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which are mainly in the inside occupation area of the hillfort and produce some typical 

stratified groups included in Appendix 4 and the microfiches. 277 vessels consisting of 

upper bodies and complete profiles are available from these pits. The percentage of these 

vessels included in the typological classification is 51.5%. Another is constructions 

involved with the defence and the entrance of the hillfort and minor features, which 

provide 18 illustrated vessels, for example: ditches of the inner earthwork and the outer 

earthwork, ritual pits and postholes. These account for 3.4% of the assemblage selected for 

this analysis. The third group of vessels was found in a variety of types of features and 

layers. There are 11 vessels from this miscellaneous group, totalling only 2.1% of the 

selected ceramic materials. The other group is composed of vessels with little information 

on where they were discovered. These vessels number 229, representing 42.8% of the total 

ceramic assemblage for typological classification. Apart from the excavation report, the 

information on the stratigraphy of Iron Age vessels from this site should have been 

available on The Archaeology Data Service (ADS) (http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/), however, the 

information had serious mistakes such that there were no correlations between the ceramic 

ID numbers in the database and the numbers of ceramic illustrations in the reports (pers. 

comm. Lisa Brown). Although access was granted to the primary archive on pottery from 

Danebury, it was not possible to obtain adequate data on the correlation between the 

ceramics and the stratigraphy. However, the information attached to the actual sherds 

themselves provided part of the data for the correlation, the result of which can be found in 

Figure 6.3. The data on more than 90% of the features producing vessels was available. 

Remarkably, pits account for more than 80% of the assemblage of these features. This may 

be one of the reasons for difficulty in considering the relative chronological order of the 

vessels from these features as the majority of these pits were densely distributed in the 

inside occupation area of the hillfort (Cunliffe and Poole 1991a: 153-5; see Figure 6.4). 

http://ads.ahds.ac.uk/
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According to the site report, well-stratified deposits tended to be limited to the peripheral 

areas of the occupation (ibid.: 164; Cunliffe 1995: 8; see Figure 6.5). Therefore, it appears 

that the dating of these pits could not help relying on the ceramic phases, which had 

already been established. However, even in the inner occupation area, inter-cuts between 

the pits or between the pits and the other features might allow us to examine the relative 

chronological relationships between these features. The data on intercutting pits is 

available from the report (Cunliffe 1984a micro fiche 8: A5-11), but only three examples 

which have the vessels selected for this analysis are available: Pit 44 cut by Pit 28 

including nine vessels; Pit 34 cut by Pit 33 containing two vessels; and Pit 358 cut by Pit 

365 producing seven vessels. There are three areas of difficulty in considering the relative 

chronological order of these vessels. Firstly, there are various ceramic forms present and 

thus, it is unlikely to be able to compare these forms between the pits. Secondly, there are 

too few vessels to define these typological changes although changes in shoulder shape of 

similar types of vessels can be inferred. Thirdly, although the same types of vessels are 

available between the intercutting pits, specific typological changes between these vessels 

cannot be identified.  

Information on the stratigraphic relationships between features is available from the 

microfiches attached to the reports (Cunliffe 1984a microfiche 6; Cunliffe and Poole 1991a 

microfiche 25), although it is limited to certain areas (compare Figures 6.5 and 6.6). This 

stratigraphic information, which is presented in both matrix diagrams of features and lists 

of vessels for each excavation year, allows us to identify useful features for examining the 

stratigraphic relationships of vessels. Table 6.10 provides a list of the features and layers 

where the selected vessels for this typological analysis were discovered. According to the 

comparison of these lists with the selected vessels, there are 65 features and layers useful 

for considering the stratigraphic relationship between vessels. The breakdown of these 
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features and layers is: 29 from Volume 2 (Cunliffe 1984ab) and 36 from Volume 5 

(Cunliffe and Poole 1991ab), whose stratigraphic relations are arranged in Table 6.11. 

However, the alphabetical phase labels are not necessarily the same between the 

excavation years. According to volume 4 (Cunliffe and Poole 1991a: 228-9), the 

correlations between the phase labels can be represented as in Table 6.12, however, a 

number of these correlations are unavailable. The dates of each phase in different 

stratigraphic sequences are based on the data from radiocarbon dating and the ceramic 

chronological scheme established in the report (Cunliffe 1984a: 172). Although about 20 

of the radiocarbon dates are useful for this analysis, these do not appear to be enough to 

construct a chronological sequence of vessels, as is discussed in detail below. This is in 

part because these samples are almost entirely limited to Sequence A (the 1977-78 

excavations). For the ceramic framework, there appear to be serious issues with the 

classification method and the categorisation of vessels into the defined groups, as noted in 

Chapter 4. Furthermore, there is difficulty in re-examining vessels assigned into the 

defined groups as the ceramic illustrations and the required stratigraphic information are 

not necessarily presented in the reports.  

In terms of the different layers within features, it could be feasible to consider changes 

in ceramic shape, however, it is difficult to arrange the vessels in relative chronological 

order. Partly, this is because there are too small a number of vessels available from any one 

feature. Even in features containing five or six vessels, if these are composed of a variety 

of types, it is difficult to identify developments in ceramic shapes. As the average number 

of vessels in each feature (Table 6.13) demonstrates, only a few vessels tend to be 

available from many features. Another reason can be identified through the comparison of 

vessels between layers within a feature, for example, the vessels from pits, which account 

for more than 80% of the total number of features selected for this analysis. The 
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examination of the groups including more than three vessels from one pit, which exceed 

the average number (2.5) of vessels from one pit, displayed three different situations in 

these groups. In some cases, all of the vessels are from one layer within one pit such as Pit 

2110 and Pit 2530 (see Tables 6.8, 6.9), or the difference in layers does not reflect that in 

time, including Pit 813 (see Table 6.5): sherds of certain vessels (e.g. No. 655 from Pit 

813) are recovered from different layers within one pit where other vessels are included. 

Under these conditions, it is not feasible to compare between vessels stratigraphically. In 

other cases, there are no specific differences between vessel shapes from different layers 

within each pit. For instance, the vessels from Pit 2426 are recovered from different layers 

(see Table 6.8), but No. 1407 from layer 18 and No. 1408 from layer 5 have a similar 

shape, whilst No. 1405 from layer 10 and No. 1410 from layer 7 are also similar  in shape 

(cf. Figure 6.27 in Cunliffe and Poole 1991b: 309). This does not allow vessels within each 

pit to be arranged in relative chronological order. Thirdly, in some cases there are a small 

number of vessels or too few layers to compare between these within each pit. For example, 

Pit 1481 produced 14 vessels: six from layer 1 of an upper layer and four from layer 5 of a 

lower layer (see Table 6.9). These vessels from both layers consist of various types of body 

shape and rim shape (cf. Figures 6.33, 6.34 in Cunliffe and Poole 1991b: 314-5), which 

does not allow us to identify clear changes in these shapes between the two layers. The 

four vessels from other layers also do not provide useful clues for arranging these vessels 

in relative chronological order, because of the small number. Thus, all these cases stress 

that the vessels from pits cannot be readily arranged in relative chronological order, using 

the stratigraphic information provided.  

Finally, the relationship between stratigraphy and radiocarbon dates is considered. As 

mentioned above, a majority of the radiocarbon dates useful for the examination of 

stratigraphy are available from Sequence A of the 1977-78 excavation in a number of 
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sequences (Sequences A to J). There are 21 total radiocarbon dates, including only two 

samples from Sequence B of the 1973-75 excavation (Table 6.14). The radiocarbon dates 

from all of the samples, which were calibrated with the OxCal version 4 programme 

(Bronk Ramsey 2009), are presented in Tables 6.15 and 6.16. Figure 6.7 represents the 

average values of the medians of radiocarbon dates in each period, and Figure 6.8 shows 

the distribution of the median dates of the samples. Period C is earliest and Period l is 

latest, and the correlation between the excavations 1977-78 and 1973-75 can be found in 

Table 6.12.  

In terms of the latest median dates in each stratigraphic phase (see Figure 6.8), there 

are problems with the correlation between stratigraphy and radiocarbon dates. One of the 

main issues is that the absolute dates of samples in phase i in the 1977-78 excavation are 

later than those of phases k and l, which are stratigraphically above phase i. If this 

radiocarbon data from phase i is acceptable, a specific change in the site chronology 

should be assumed at phase i in the 1977-78 excavation, although such situation does not 

appear to be taken into account in the site report (Cunliffe and Poole 1991a: 231, see Table 

6.12). The contradiction between the radiocarbon dates and the stratigraphy may be due to 

the sampling strategy or the re-deposition and incorporation of organic materials. As seen 

in the sample dates of phases c, h, and k (see Figure 6.8), there are a variety of absolute 

dates in each phase and frequently significant gaps between them. The biggest gap between 

these dates is 439 years in phase k, and the gap is 221 years in phase c, and is 362 years in 

phase h. This would lead to the situation that several stratigraphic phases contain vessels of 

decidedly different dates. Therefore, it is not appropriate for the vessels in such phases to 

be used for considering chronological order, even using both absolute dates and 

stratigraphic information associated with the vessels. 
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Although the site and its surrounding area produced more than 75 Celtic coins (Cunliffe 

and Poole 1991b: 320), a metal detectorist discovered the majority of these near the site 

(Cunliffe and Poole 1991a: 21). Only four of 75 were recovered from the excavations, and 

only two of these four coins can be identified (Cunllife 1984b: 332). The coins with dates 

are not effective for examining dates of vessels as these are unable to be stratigraphically 

related to the vessels selected for the typological classification. The other metal objects are 

composed of eight brooches and a bronze ornamental disc (ibid.: 340-3, microfiche 9: A9; 

Cunliffe and Poole 1991b: 328-33, microfiche 28: A3; see Figures 6.10, 6.11; Table 6.20). 

No. 1.24 brooch of La Tène I type was recovered from the upper part of Ritual Pit C (cf. 

Figure 3.33 in Cunliffe 1984a: 44-5). However, only one vessel selected for the typological 

classification came from this pit and thus, this brooch is unlikely to be useful for dating 

ceramics. Additionally, there are no other assemblages appropriate for stratigraphic 

comparison with this pit. Another La Tène I type brooch, No. 1.89, is also not useful for 

ceramic dating because it was recovered from the surface. The other brooches consist of La 

Tène II (No. 1.90), III type (No. 1.25, 1.26, 1.27), and unknown types (No. 1.28, 1.29). 

The dates for each of these, and an ornamental disc, (No. 1.94) are presented in Table 6.20, 

covering Period 6 and 7 in the chronological scheme of the site (cf. Cunliffe and Poole 

1991a: 228-9; see Table 6.21). Although Period 6 is separated into a number of 

sub-periods, it does not appear that there is clear correlation between these sub-periods and 

the dates of these brooches. Moreover, the dates of the three brooches recovered in the 

1977-78 excavations are not correlated with the stratigraphic order. In other words, the 

stratigraphic sub-division before and after Period 6 is unlikely to be useful for arranging 

vessels in chronological order, although most vessels and the stratigraphic information on 

these belong to this period (cf. Tables 6.11, 6.12). As noted above regarding the use of 
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periods. The differences in rim shape and shoulder shape especially could be used to 

arrange the vessels in relative chronological order as these differences are similar to those 

identified in the ceramic assemblage from Hengistbury Head in the previous chapter. In 

other words, there could be specific trends in these ceramic shapes: long upstanding rims 

change to short curved rims; loosely curved shoulders change to strongly curved (low 

shoulders to high shoulders). However, in order to identify trends of this type, 

chronological information for the vessels is essential. As seen above, the information for 

considering both relative and absolute chronologies is available from the site reports, 

although there are some problems with the information. Thus, the next section will 

consider the ceramic chronologies, using the available data on stratigraphy and absolute 

dates. 

 

6.2.1.4  Examinations of vessels for a chronological scheme 

 

   Table 6.11 shows the stratigraphic relationships of the features and layers producing 

vessels, and the ceramic illustrations are presented in Figures 6.50 to 6.54. There are 123 

illustrations, which represent the vessels from eight stratigraphic sequences. The vessels 

from three sequences in the 1979-80, 1980 and 1982-84 excavations are omitted for this 

examination as these have no comparable vessels. Despite considering many vessels in this 

analysis, there is great difficulty in arranging the vessels in relative chronological order. 

This is because the vessels are separated into eight sequences and thus, there are too few 

vessels to chronologically arrange these in each sequence. Additionally, there are a number 

of varieties of ceramic forms in each sequence, which does not allow for considering 

typological relations between these different forms. Furthermore, there are issues with the 

correlations between the stratigraphic sequences (see Table 6.12), as noted above.  
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the bodies whilst those in the later period have various motifs composed of lines and 

curves, such as Nos. 654, 656, 658 and 966 from pit 813 (see Figure 6.55). As for No. 698 

from pit 944 in Figure 6.55, this vessel appears to have been residual or re-deposited, 

considering its typological relationship to the other vessels. 

 

6.2.1.5  Summary 

 

According to the above examination, the Iron Age vessels from Danebury can be 

broadly separated into two periods (see Table 6.30). The absolute date of the border 

between these periods is ambiguous because of the lack of information on absolute dates 

and stratigraphy. However, it can be inferred to be between about 450 and 300 BC, based 

on the available absolute dates (cf. Tables 6.14, 6.17 and 6.21). This border appears to 

correspond to the border between the Hallstatt and the La Tène periods in continental 

Europe (see Figures 6.10 and 6.11). Another point to be noted is that there is much more 

variety in the ceramic types in the later period than those of the earlier period, in terms of 

shape, decoration, size and quantity. This could be due to the difference in the length of 

occupation at the site between these two periods. Using the median dates from the 

radiocarbon data (cf. Tables 6.14 to 6.17), if the border between these two periods is 

around 400 BC, the length of the earlier period would be about 200 years whilst the length 

of the later period should be more than 400 years. It could also be due to differences in 

population and pottery trade between the earlier and later periods. If the same length is 

allocated to these individual periods, this is a possibility. Furthermore, disturbance and 

re-deposition of ceramics must be taken into account. The differences in ceramic 

characteristics between the periods could also be due to a combination of any of these 
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vessels (although some of these may be Roman) and 35 in its attached microfiches. 

However, the number of vessels having a perfect shape from a rim to a base is 22 in the 

report and 0 in the micro fiches, or 5.8% of the total number of illustrations.  

 

6.2.2.2  Information on chronology: stratigraphy and absolute dating  

 

All of the ceramic illustrations presented in the site report and the attached microfiches 

are composed of stratified assemblages, each of which was considered by the authors to 

have been deposited in a single period. There are 17 features which include many upper 

bodies of Iron Age vessels (Table 6.31), and most of these features are pits in trench 1 

which is inside of the enclosure and only F64 (Feature 64) relates to the ditch in trench 2.  

According to the report, which adopted the chronological scheme of the Danebury 

report, (Brown 2000a: 85), the periods of the stratified assemblages extends almost through 

the Iron Age (Cunliffe and Poole 2000c: 46-9). The site report presents a plan of all 

features in trench 1 (ibid.: 25) and six phase plans involving the features (ibid.: 47-8), but 

there are stratigraphic inconsistencies at four spots in this trench: 1) Group of features: 

P115, P158, P112; 2) Group of features: P221, P150/P212, P220; 3) Group of features: 

P62, P99, P98 and 4) Group of features: F48, P210. This issue will be discussed in detail 

in chapter 7. Consequently, the stratigraphic information for the features does not provide 

useful clues for considering the relative chronological relationships, however, a number of 

well-stratified vessels are available from the report. These vessels are recovered from 

different layers within each feature and thus, the relations of the vessels between them can 

be assessed (see Tables 6.32 to 6.35). 

The vessels from two features (P104 and F64) are useful for examining the relative 

chronological order, but those from the other features do not allow effective comparisons 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































