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Due to the diversity of contemporary archaeology, the aims and approaches of archaeo-
logical scientists and archaeological theorists are often at odds. I suggest that this position
is problematic, both intellectually and methodologically, as both groups are fundamentally
engaged in the same task: an understanding of past societies through the medium of
material culture.

This paper offers a review of the intellectual positions of both groups, with a brief
discussion of the history of archaeological theory and an appraisal of its current trajectory.
I will discuss how and why contemporary theoretical perspectives have fundamentally
diverged from the perspectives of archaeological scientists and how the recent theoretical
emphasis upon materiality offers a rapprochement between theoreticians and archaeological
scientists.
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INTRODUCTION

 

Contemporary archaeology is an extremely diverse discipline, encompassing interest groups
focusing on distinct periods, regions, theoretical perspectives and methodological techniques.
This diversity is a positive development, but it can carry with it problems of communication;
different components of the discipline are arguably talking quite different languages (Schiffer
1996; Brown and Pluciennik 2001). One of the most persistent of these problems of com-
munication lies between archaeological theorists and archaeological scientists (Edmonds 1990;
Thomas 1990; O’Connor 1991; Dunnell 1993).

In this paper, I want to review the intellectual positions of both groups, with a brief discus-
sion of the history of archaeological theory and a consideration of its current trajectory. I will
discuss how and why contemporary theoretical perspectives have fundamentally diverged
from the perspectives of archaeological scientists and how the recent emphasis upon mater-
iality in interpretative archaeology may enable a 

 

rapprochement

 

 between theoreticians and
archaeological scientists. Although my discussion will largely consist of a commentary upon
recent archaeological theory and its relation to science-based archaeology, I will also provide
some case studies as pointers towards a hoped-for future direction.
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POST

 

-

 

PROCESSUAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SCIENCE

 

I will begin by considering theoretical orientations in post-processual (or interpretative)
archaeology (Tilley 1993) and their relationship to archaeological science. We begin our dis-
cussion with the publication of 

 

Symbolic and structural archaeology

 

 (Hodder 1982), since this
volume arguably marks the emergence of post-processual archaeology. Post-processualism
was formulated as a critique of processual models of the past, which tended to view material
culture as a passive outcome of the economic and adaptive concerns of past social groups. As
an alternative, early post-processual accounts of the past acknowledged that material culture
was both meaningful and active in the constitution and creation of social relations (Hodder
1986). But how was material culture to be studied? Importantly, early post-processual writers
borrowed a linguistic (or textual) metaphor for material culture from structuralist and post-
structuralist thinking in anthropology and sociology. This metaphor led archaeologists to treat
artefacts as if they communicated meaning like language. Thus, the sequences of designs
on pots or, at a greater level of abstraction, the layout of households, villages, burials and
cemeteries were all in their turn treated as a form of ‘silent grammar’, whose logic remained
to be decoded by archaeologists (Tilley 2002, 23–4).

If we are to understand the problem that lies at the heart of the relationship between the-
oreticians and archaeological scientists, the linguistic approach to material culture pays closer
attention.

Archaeologists, like anthropologists before them (Leach 1973), had borrowed their version
of semiotics from the French structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure posited that
language, as a discourse or system of meaning, consists of a series of words (or phonemes)
that bear an arbitrary relationship to the object that they signify. The most commonly quoted
example, in terms of language, is that the word ‘dog’ is not a descriptive term that describes
the animal in detail. In fact, any other word could be substituted to stand for ‘dog’, and indeed
other words such as ‘chien’ and ‘hund’ are used in other languages such as French and German
to signify the same object. An arbitrary relationship exists between the object signified
(known as the referent) and its meaning as a sign. The term used in any language is simply
significant in relation to other terms in that language. Put simply, language is an abstract code
with an arbitrary relationship to the world of objects. This perspective is fine when discussing
linguistics and arguably works equally well for the analysis of culture in anthropological
terms.

However, we run into a series of problems when we apply this perspective to the analysis of
material culture. Surely the meaning of (say) pottery is not arbitrary, but is at least partly
determined by its material qualities. The linguistic or textual metaphor has its limitations, as it
treats the material world as a mere substratum on to which humans lay their ideas and con-
cepts. Arguably, while the intention of the early post-processualists was to conjoin the material
and social worlds, due to a close adherence to linguistic models, the physical aspects of mater-
ial culture remain relatively passive in their accounts of the past. Material culture therefore
only had meaning as components of abstract communicative systems: the material qualities of
objects and the way in which they impinged upon human beings was not fully acknowledged.
I will return to this point below.

More seriously, the adoption of the linguistic perspective has tended to promote a disjuncture
between the frameworks of theoretical archaeologists and science-based archaeologists. As a
result, the aims and methods of both groups have diverged. This is because, for theoreticians,
the material qualities of artefacts do not necessarily determine their meaning while, for
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science-based archaeologists, the material properties of the archaeological record form the
meat and drink of their studies.

Elsewhere, I have described how these differing perspectives relate to fundamentally different
philosophical platforms, one founded on idealism and the other on empiricism (Jones 2002a).
It is worth briefly revisiting these arguments, as they help to clarify the differing perspectives
of the two interest groups under discussion.

For Western philosophical traditions, the world is perceived to be composed of two things
with differing properties—generally described as objects and subjects. The natural world, the
world of objects that exists prior to its description by subjects, is viewed as inanimate and
immutable. The world is also composed of subjects who, in contrast, are considered to be
animate and are therefore invested with the ability to act and describe the inanimate world of
objects. Fundamentally, the division between the approaches of theoreticians and archaeo-
logical scientists is fownded upon this worldview; sciences study the behaviour and properties
of objects, while the arts and humanities are concerned with the study of subjects.

Related to this division of labour are the philosophical positions of objectivism and subject-
ivism. An objectivist viewpoint proposes that the world consists of objects that exist external
to the internal world of human subjects. The properties and relationships between these
objects can be adequately captured by language. Fundamental to this view is the notion of
empiricism; that the relationship between our language terms and the world is direct and
unproblematic. A subjectivist view proposes otherwise. What if our perception of the world is
not direct? What if we cannot extricate ourselves from the world in order to describe it? If
processes of acculturation condition our senses, to what extent do these processes of accultur-
ation affect the linguistic categories that we employ to describe the world? Subjectivism is
therefore founded upon a position of idealism, that the cultural categories or ideas used by
human beings condition their engagement with the world.

It is therefore easy to see that the linguistic or textual paradigm in archaeology is allied to
an idealist and subjectivist position, while the theoretical position that underpins much archaeo-
logical science is empiricism and objectivism. This state of affairs may be seen as acceptable
by some, and this general intellectual and disciplinary division is tolerated in many subjects,
such as psychology and anthropology. Some disciplines, such as anthropology, divide them-
selves into distinct subject areas studying quite different phenomena: biological anthropo-
logists study the biological evolution of humanity, while social anthropologists study the worlds
of meaning that humans create for themselves (although for an attempt to close this intellec-
tual gap in anthropology, see Ingold 2001). I would argue that in some senses archaeology is
different. At the most practical level, this is because whatever intellectual positions archaeo-
logists take up, they ostensibly all study the same phenomenon: material culture.

As Prown (1996) notes, the term ‘material culture’ encapsulates a contradiction. As we have
seen, we operate within a philosophical and disciplinary framework that makes a logical dis-
tinction between the inert matter of the natural world and the ideas and categories that make
up the cultural world. If ‘culture’ is a set of ideas, categories and frameworks created through
inter-subjective relationships amongst humans, how is it possible to have 

 

material

 

 culture? I
will address this question in more detail below. At this juncture, we simply need to note that
at both the practical and theoretical level we are required to simultaneously consider how
it is that artefacts are socially and culturally constructed, while also taking into account the
physical and mechanical construction of artefacts. We do not need to study these two aspects
of artefacts as separate and distinct entities. Materials science and material culture studies are
therefore engaged in the same project of enquiry.
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MATERIALITY AND ARCHAEOMETRY

 

Problems with the linguistic approach to material culture are beginning to be felt. Chris Tilley,
one of the main proponents of the linguistic or textual approach (e.g., Tilley 1991) has
recently noted that language cannot be used as the sole model for understanding the material
world. As he aptly puts it, designs are not words, and houses are not texts (Tilley 2002, 23).
Although related, language and the material world are experienced and understood in different
ways. The linguistic metaphor for material culture is also problematic if, as noted above, we
embrace the point that the term ‘material culture’ embodies both an objective and subjective
dimension. Is it still viable to utilize a framework formulated for the analysis of language and
culture for the analysis of physical artefacts?

A new approach to some of these problems arose in the mid-1990s and was arguably crystal-
lized by Chris Gosden (1994) in the volume entitled 

 

Social being and time

 

. Here, questions
arose concerning the concept of 

 

materiality

 

. What is meant by the term 

 

materiality

 

 and how
does it differ from previous approaches? In essence, the notion of materiality encompasses the
view that material or physical components of the environment and the social practices enacted
in that environment are mutually reinforcing (see also Jones 2002a, 168–82; Boivin forth-
coming). The material world, and the social practices that take place in that world, bring each
other into being and are therefore analytically indivisible (see also Miller 1987).

This is not to say that we should treat the material environment as determining human
behaviour—materials both constrain and enable human activity (Gosden 1994, 77). The notion
that the material world has an influence upon humans has elsewhere been described as a form
of 

 

material agency

 

 (Latour 1993; Pickering 1995; Gell 1998; Jones 2002a). Acknowledgement
of the materiality of material culture has a dual function. It promotes the view that the material
qualities of the environment actively affect how they are perceived, used and symbolized, and
—importantly—it emphasizes how those material properties are enrolled in the life projects
of humans. Furthermore, it promotes a historical perspective to the processes of interaction
between person and environment.

This is emphasized in an example used by Latour (1999, 186–7). He discusses the concrete
speed bumps laid down in certain residential areas to limit the speed of passing traffic, in order
to reduce accidents. These simple lumps of concrete—often known as ‘sleeping policemen’—
provide mute testimony to the concept of material agency. Latour describes them as the trans-
lated material form of the intentions and actions of road traffic officials. This example is use-
ful, as we observe how the intentions of people are translated into material form, which then
affect subsequent human intentions. Pickering (1995) describes this interaction between the
social and material worlds as one of accommodation and resistance. By turns, people will
accommodate or resist in their interaction with the environment, while the environment will
likewise accommodate or resist human action (for extended discussion of this concept, see
Jones 2002a, 168–82).

Arguably, this perspective shifts the nature of the whole archaeological project. Artefacts
are no longer just clues to be decoded, which will enable us to reconstruct past human
behaviour: instead, artefacts are integral components of the past, which were shaped by, and
in turn helped to shape, human behaviour (see also Boivin forthcoming). The critical point
here is that the notion of materiality strikes a very different tone to the linguistic approach: the
material qualities of material culture are central to how they are used and made meaningful.
What does this shift in perspective mean for archaeometry and science-based archaeology as
a whole?
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The first thing to point out is that the physical and mechanical properties of material culture
have always been of prime concern to archaeometry and science-based archaeology. In fact,
the initial development of an archaeometric or materials-based approach in archaeology
involved the importation of expertise from the physical sciences, such as chemistry and physics
(Tite 1972) and geology (Peacock 1969a,b; 1982). The success of these approaches is perhaps
exemplified by the useful translation of tried and tested techniques of characterization,
such as petrology, to archaeological problems—often with spectacular results (Peacock
1969a,b; 1972). The adoption of techniques from the physical sciences has continued with
ever more refined methods for characterizing the chemical, physical and mechanical properties
of artefacts (Cotterell and Kamminga 1990; Kingery 1996; Pollard and Heron 1996; Henderson
2000). It seems fundamental, and indeed obvious, that the material qualities of artefacts have
a critical affect upon their use and perception (Tite 

 

et al

 

. 2001). That assumption underlies
many characterization studies. A perspective that has seen less emphasis is how these material
properties interrelate with the social and cultural lives of the people who made, exchanged,
used and deposited artefacts. It is this close attention to the interwoven nature of the social
and the material that I believe to be novel to the concept of materiality.

Fundamentally, this recent theoretical perspective allows us to begin formulating projects
that treat the material qualities of material culture as central. Just as the notion of materiality
encompasses the process by which the conceptual and material are woven together, we need
to interweave the conceptual and materials-based components of the discipline in our analyses.
What kinds of projects might these be? I will point the way by using a couple of examples and
then go on to discuss, in a more general sense, possible areas of future development.

My first example comes from outside the strict confines of archaeometry, but admirably
illustrates the approach that I am advocating. Nicole Boivin’s research focuses on soil micro-
morphology, and her main area of study has been ethnoarchaeological studies of soil and clay
use in the context of architecture in rural Rajasthan, India (Boivin 2000). In rural Rajasthan,
houses are generally constructed from mud. Constructions are therefore relatively ephemeral
and require constant maintenance through re-plastering and rebuilding. While Boivin’s work
offers a conventional soil micromorphological description of the layers and walls used to con-
struct these houses, she also discusses how soil shapes rural Rajasthani society. There are two
levels at which she discusses this phenomenon. First, the malleable nature of mud means that
houses are highly fluid, organic spaces in which the divisions, walls, rooms and other features
are added, removed or altered as the family unit occupying the house changes in size. Mud
here is eminently malleable, but due to its plasticity it also serves to shape the experience of
household space amongst rural Rajasthani communities.

As well as shaping the experience of space, soil is also used to shape the experience of time.
Boivin discusses the way in which soils of different colours are used to transform households.
She describes how the use of two soils of differing colours, called 

 

Doli mitti

 

 and 

 

Pili mitti

 

,
are used at different stages of the yearly cycle to redefine the household space. 

 

Doli mitti

 

 is
used every day, while 

 

Pili mitti

 

 is an embodiment of 

 

Laksmi

 

, the Hindu goddess of wealth, and is
used on auspicious occasions. The practice of re-plastering floors with soils of differing colours
fuses spatial and temporal experience. The daily and seasonal cycles of re-plastering frame and
articulate lived human life cycles. Births, initiation rites, weddings and deaths are all marked
by re-plastering events; the very experience of time is cued by the use of certain types and colour
of soil. These interpretative conclusions are the result of an explicit focus on the material nature
of soil and mud, and arise neither just from soil micromorphological or ethnoarchaeological
analysis; rather, they are the outcome of the use of both techniques in concert.
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A superb example of the way in which issues of materiality are complimented by archaeo-
metric techniques is provided by Dorothy Hosler (1993), who has investigated the relationship
between colour and luminosity and techniques of metal winning and production in historic
west Mexico. Colour and luminosity have been noted to be of critical importance in historic
Mesoamerica (Saunders 1998, 1999, 2002; Brumfiel forthcoming). Tin and arsenic were
alloyed with copper in the technologies of numerous peoples in historic Mesoamerica. The
concentration of the alloying element (tin or arsenic) was so high (22 wt%) that it altered the
metallic colours so that the artefacts looked golden (copper–tin bronze) or silvery (copper–
arsenic bronze). Gold was associated lexically to the power of the sun and silver to that of the
moon. The use of alloys in such high concentrations was unnecessary either to achieve the
castings or to the functionality of the cold-worked items, so that these highly reflective colours
became a cultural end in themselves. Colour is here a significant component of the materiality
of metal and it has a critical effect upon its valuation for both indigenous Mesoamericans and
the colonial Spanish (Saunders 1999).

Hosler’s metallurgical analyses confirm and add quantitative weight to these qualitative dis-
cussions concerning the cosmological and social significance of alloying. She goes further
than this, with a contextual analysis of the kinds of objects made of metal—especially bells
and rattles—and relates them to beliefs in the creative power of thunder and rain (see also
Palmer 

 

et al

 

. 1998). The important point here is that Hosler’s investigations foreground the
physical qualities of materials. In her analyses, metals such as gold, copper and silver are not
simply treated as convenient materials for the production of certain artefacts; rather, the treat-
ment and use of metal is considered as axiomatic to a wider understanding of historic west
Mexican society. By placing metal at the centre of her analysis, she asks how the material
qualities of metal shape the Mesoamerican worldview, and how this worldview in turn shapes
the production of artefacts from metal.

Another example from the field of archaeometry relates to work conducted by the National
Museum of Scotland, by Alison Sheridan and Mary Davis (Sheridan and Davis 1998, 2002).
They have been concerned to characterize the materials used in the striking jet necklaces from
Early Bronze Age mortuary contexts in Scotland and Wales, using XRF and xeroradiography.
Their project has two aims:
(1) To understand the geological origin of the material used in jet necklaces.
(2) As a secondary consequence of this analysis, to gain an insight into the life history or
biography of these objects.

The results of these analyses have been remarkable. Many of the necklaces in Scotland and
Wales were provenanced from the major source of jet in Whitby, Yorkshire. In some senses,
this was expected. More surprising was the evidence that components of these necklaces had
often been mended with ‘inferior’ local substances such as cannel coal. This conclusion is
especially important, since it underlines one of the essential aspects of the materiality of these
objects—they are constructed of distinct components and can be curated, and therefore have
extensive life histories. This means that they can be used to speak of social relations estab-
lished between generations. They are in effect heirlooms (Parker-Pearson 1999, 85–6; Jones
2002b). This accords well with the kind of contexts in which we find them, deposited in graves
with a single individual, as complete necklaces or as fragments.

Again, we observe a mode of analysis that highlights the materiality of artefacts. Research was
here focused on traditional questions of characterization and provenance. However, because the
analysis was sensitive to the material qualities of the artefacts, the study provides an analytical
platform to incorporate both science-based techniques and post-processual frameworks of analysis.
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I hope that these examples have illustrated the kind of material-based analysis that might
incorporate materiality as a primary focus.

Although materiality may not have been an explicit theoretical framework for all of
these examples, each one indicates an analytical focus upon the qualities of artefacts, which
enables us to consider how those qualities are interwoven with social practices and cultural
beliefs.

 

ARCHAEOMETRY AND MATERIAL CULTURE ANALYSIS

 

The field of materiality is almost limitless in terms of the object of our analyses. However,
I want to conclude by outlining some possible ways in which archaeometric analyses or
techniques might capture the sense in which the material qualities of material culture affect
its social use and cultural perception. I define material culture here in its broadest sense, to
include portable artefacts and architecture.

 

Production

 

Key questions relating to the issue of materiality and production include the following. Do the
physical properties of different materials have an effect upon the way in which materials are
worked? The concomitant of this initial question is: How do the physical properties of different
materials affect the organization of production? Here, investigation needs to centre not only on
the characterization of the physical attributes of artefacts but also on how these attributes
relate to production sequences and their organization. The notion of materiality connects
us with research related to technological choice, 

 

chainés opératoires

 

 and the organization of
production (Tite 1999). In many ways, questions relating to materiality and production have
already been well discussed, both in the theoretical and the scientific literature (Lemonnier
1992, 1993; Dobres and Hoffman 1994; Dobres 2000; Sillar and Tite 2000).

The first of the questions posed above is fundamental to archaeometry and has been
addressed in innumerable studies, while the second of these questions is less often posed. The
relationship between artisans and their environment has long been a concern of archaeological
scientists, as we observe in the ‘ceramic ecology’ paradigm of Matson, Arnold, Kolb and
others (Matson 1965; Arnold 1985, 1993; Kolb 1989). Ceramic ecology is best articulated by
Arnold (1985, 16–18). For Arnold, ‘the basic assumption is that relationships between the
technology (in this case, the ceramics) and the environment must be worked out before ceramics
can be related to the rest of the culture’ (ibid., 16). To understand this relationship, he adopts
a cybernetic or ecological perspective that looks at the feedback mechanisms that occur between
cultural behaviour and the environment.

Fundamentally, the focus of this research is excellent; however, I would diverge from an
explicitly ‘ecological’ approach since I believe it places too much emphasis upon the deter-
mining character of the material world. Interestingly, Sillar and Tite (2000) address this very
point with the notion of ‘embedded technologies’. The notion of embeddedness in relation to
technology encompasses the point that ‘every technique is part of a wider context of artefacts,
environments, ideologies, economic systems and social structures’ (Sillar 2001, 291). The
environment is not simply determining; rather, the relationship between the person and the
world is mutually entangled—the world is active in constituting social relationships, just as
people are active in shaping the form of the environment that they inhabit. In relation to my
discussion above, I would emphasize the interaction between the physical properties of the
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materials used in manufacturing material culture and the social practices involved in their
manufacture as critical areas of enquiry.

 

Colour

 

One specialized aspect of production technology is colour. The subject of colour has arisen as
an interesting new development in the field of material culture studies. Here, interests relate to
colour symbolism and the visual effect of colour (Jones and MacGregor 2002). However, sur-
prisingly little work has been undertaken on the physical properties of colour, or on the extent
to which colour is selected for during artefact production. It is worth noting that although
theoreticians have been slow to address this problem, archaeometrists have long been discuss-
ing the question of colour.

The analysis of pigments in frescos and building plasters is a common subject of enquiry
(Béarat 1996; Del Monte 

 

et al

 

. 1998; Rosalie David 

 

et al

 

. 2001; Damiani 

 

et al

 

. 2003), as is the
utilization of pigments for rock art or cave art (Jercher 

 

et al

 

. 1998; Pomiès 

 

et al

 

. 1999). Ana-
lysis of colour in manuscripts, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls, is less common (Nir-El and Broshi
1996). By far the greatest application of archaeometric techniques to the analysis of ancient
colour is in the analysis of artefacts. Here, analysis focuses mainly on artefacts made of
coloured substances, such as faience or glass (Vandiver 1983; Tite and Bimson 1986; Tite
1987; Shortland 2000, 2002; Shortland and Tite 2000; Rehren 2001; Heck 

 

et al

 

. 2003; Tite and
Shortland 2003).

While these studies have all concerned themselves with questions relating to the deliberate
selection of colour during production, and the control of technological procedures to achieve
a specific colour effect, there has been less emphasis upon the symbolic or affective dimen-
sions of colour. One exception to this is the discussion by Jercher 

 

et al

 

. (1998) of the cosmo-
logical significance of colour in Aboriginal Australian cultures, which forms a background to
a sourcing programme using XRF and XRD on ochre from burials and artefacts. Nevertheless,
despite the fact that the background to this research is grounded in a need to understand the
cosmological role of colour, and despite the impressive results yielded, it unfortunately fails to
utilize these results to enrich our understanding of Aboriginal perspectives on colour symbol-
ism and cosmology. This division of intellectual labour is partly symptomatic of the division
between archaeological scientists and their theoretical cousins. Here, I am arguing for a much
closer integration of analytically derived data with theoretical argument.

 

Use

 

The mechanical properties of objects—plasticity, malleability, fragmentation and thermal and
mechanical shock resistance—are again fundamental subjects of enquiry for archaeometrists
(e.g., Anders 

 

et al

 

. 1992; Bradley 

 

et al

 

. 1992; Kilikoglou 

 

et al

 

. 1998). These factors are obvi-
ously fundamental to questions of materiality, since at a primary level they affect the choice
of the materials are used, and how they are used. While excellent work has been conducted on
the performance characteristics of various artefacts, emphasis needs to be placed upon the way
in which performance characteristics affect the way in which artefacts are employed socially. One
example of this is John Chapman’s recent discussion of object fragmentation in the Neolithic
and Chalcolithic of the Balkans (Chapman 2000). Chapman proposes that the abundance of
fragmented objects at sites of these periods does not result solely from accidental breakage,
but largely from deliberate acts of fragmentation. He suggests that the fragmentation and sharing
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of object fragments is one means by which social relations are created and maintained during
this period of prehistory. His argument is compelling and detailed, but lacks the analytical
and technical studies of specific materials to confirm and enrich the overall thesis. The point
here is not that materials are either made with functional or social uses in mind but, rather, that
the mechanical properties of artefacts either enable or constrain their use in certain social
practices. It is the interaction between the properties of materials and the way in which they
are socialized that is critical here.

 

Durability

 

Related to the study of the performance characteristics of artefacts is the question of durability.
Durability is assumed to be a desirable aspect of the mechanical properties of most artefacts.
But to what extent are particular materials chosen for making artefacts because of their ability
to endure? As Miller (1994) has noted, the meaning of objects is closely related to their
temporal connection to people; they may be transient, have a high longevity or have a close
temporal relationship. This temporal connection has a distinct bearing on the physical charac-
teristics of objects. In a contemporary setting, we might expect transient artefacts to be
made of plastic, while objects meant to endure would be made of stone or concrete. Questions
of durability do not simply relate to utility and function: durability is also a socially mean-
ingful quality of artefacts, since it determines how artefacts are valued, used and exchanged,
as well as the extent to which artefacts are involved in acts of commemoration. One of the
clearest indications of this comes from the ethnography of Madagascar, where the sequential
use of wood and then stone in house construction is used to speak of the endurance and
strength of marital and familial ties (Bloch 1995). In a similar way, the translation of wood
monuments into stone during the British Neolithic and Bronze Age is likewise a commemora-
tive statement (Thomas 2000; Bradley 2002). Again, these considerations need to be kept in
mind when studying the performance characteristics of material culture, since the perceived
temporal relationship between artefacts and persons has considerable bearing on their material
composition.

 

CONCLUSION

 

In many senses, I am preaching to the converted. Materials-based analysis forms the very basis
of much science-based archaeology. In contrast, theoretical archaeologists have come late in
the day to realize that artefacts are much less a phenomenon on to which ideas are mapped;
rather, it is the very physicality of the archaeological record, in the form of artefacts and archi-
tecture, that is the strength of the discipline. This is not to say that the linguistic metaphor for
understanding the meaning of artefacts is redundant: it is simply one facet of our understanding
(for an attempt to move beyond the linguistic metaphor, see Tilley 1999).

If the materials-based framework that I have been discussing here is to be fully realized, it
is vital that the approaches of theoretical archaeologists are harmonized with the analyses of
science-based archaeologists. The opportunity exists for exciting projects that place the ques-
tion of materiality at their centre. The emphasis here should be on a symmetrical form of ana-
lysis that focuses not only on the description and characterization of the material properties of
artefacts (the traditional preserve of archaeometry), but also on how those material properties
intervene in the social lives of people (the traditional concern of theoretical archaeology).
Such a symmetrical approach would lead to the consideration of questions such as the following:
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How are the material properties of artefacts symbolized? How do they help to influence the
form that social relations take?

For example, to what extent does the adoption and use of a material substance such as clay
affect Neolithic social relations? How does it enable some social possibilities and impose cer-
tain constraints? By focusing on clay as a substance, we can begin to conjoin hitherto distinct
questions relating to cooking, storage, feasting, fragmentation, figurine production, procure-
ment, performance characteristics and the use of clay as a building resource (see Boivin forth-
coming). To what extent do these distinct aspects of clay as a resource inform each other?
Does the plasticity of clay and its use as a variety of pottery containers promote new culinary
regimes? To what extent does the malleability of clay as a resource enable the world to
become more compartmentalized in terms of houses, rooms, storage containers and pots? How
does the use of clay in this way relate to social reproduction?

Equally, similar questions could be asked of the early adoption and use of metals. How does
the malleability, mining, production, transformation, hardness and lustre of a metal such as
copper relate to the production of weaponry and the Bronze Age warrior ethos? How do social
relations alter with the circulation and use of metal? To what extent does the materiality of
metal inform its use in certain contexts, such as grave assemblages?

Questions are being asked of materials from a variety of social perspectives: it remains now
to integrate social questions with material analyses. If we assume that a focus on materiality
places the material qualities of artefacts at the centre of a web that ties together questions
relating to social relations, symbolization, physical interactions with the environment and sub-
sistence, then we have an extremely powerful analytical tool.
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