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5.

Recognising conflict and crisis in prehistoric
societies
The contribution of pottery
Ina Berg

‘‘Social and environmental changes and external contacts […] are evident in the archaeological records of ancient
societies, especially in the form of changes in pottery, which immediately reflects changes that affect the members
of a society […] it is hard to find a material product in any period that provides more immediate and exact
information about the state of a society than does pottery’’ (Grieder 1975: 850, cited by Adams 1979: 727 with his
emphases added).

1.

Disaster, period of trouble, crisis, conflict

‘Periods of trouble’, the title of this workshop, evokes a wide range of scenarios – from a major ecological
disaster and environmental hazard (e.g. storms, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, avalanches, droughts, mudslides)
to large-scale warfare, from historically structured processes (e.g. migrations, urbanisation, colonialism,
intermittent conflicts with neighbours, evolving trade networks) to minor disagreements within communities that
may reference traditions, political parties, ethnicity, identity, or kinship affiliations.
Disasters, hazards, crises, periods of conflict and trouble have been theorised by anthropologists and sociologists
for decades but remain relatively underexplored by archaeologists (Oliver-Smith 1999; Simons 1999; Tierney
2007). While each of the above terms evokes slightly different meanings, they nevertheless cluster together tightly
enough to be subsumed under the broad heading of disaster research. Oliver-Smith (1996: 305) defines disaster as
“a process/event involving a combination of a potentially destructive agent(s) from the natural and/or technological
environment and a population in a socially or technologically produced condition of environmental vulnerability”.
Disasters can be rapid events that occur in a flash (e.g. tsunamis) or slowly developing processes that may take
weeks, months or even years to bubble to the surface (e.g. toxic spills) (Oliver-Smith 1999). They may be driven
by external forces entirely outside a society’s field of influence or may be the result of internal developments.
Finally, disasters may originate in any area of society – be it the economy, religion, military, or culture – and
then spread and subsequently develop into a much more fundamental crisis. Whatever the crisis, it interrupts
or destroys a community’s social or physical matrix and signals the society’s failure to “adapt successfully to
certain features of its natural and socially constructed environment in a sustainable fashion” (Oliver-Smith 1996:
303). Thus, a disaster is only a disaster if it is perceived as such by the community. In addition, disasters are not
ecological events per se, but ultimately originate in social conditions as it is a society’s ability or inability to cope
with stresses that avoids or invites disasters. It is commonly agreed that disasters disrupt normal life and can test
a society’s resilience and act as an engine for socio-political, cultural, religious, and economic change. From a
researcher’s point of view, disasters can be quite desirable as they are, rather problematically, considered “natural
laboratories” of the human condition under which societal norms are attacked and the “basic social, cultural and
material necessities” are laid bare (Oliver-Smith 1996: 304; Tierney 2007: 510).
While periods of trouble can be extremely challenging for communities, sociologists have stressed the positive
behaviours that are laid bare by disasters, such as “enhanced community morale, declines in crime and antisocial
behaviour, reduction in status differences, [and] suspension of pre-disaster conflicts in the interest of community
safety” (Tierney 2007: 505). However, these positive behaviours in the immediate aftermath of a disaster can
quickly turn into contested actions in the recovery phase. Individuals seeking long-term change may welcome
the destabilising force of a disaster – what is a disaster to one person might be an opportunity to another. This is
because disasters are generally perceived to “accelerate changes that were underway before the disaster” (OliverSmith 1996: 313). Prudent players, for example, can take advantage of an uncertain situation and turn it to their
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advantage. At the same time, disasters particularly test those structures in society that benefited from the status
quo, as the weaknesses of these structures are laid bare and often magnify conflict in the recovery phase as different
factions battle for power.
Thinking initially of natural disasters, the best-known example in the prehistoric Aegean world is probably the
eruption of the Theran volcano in mature Late Minoan IA (1627-1600 BC; see Friedrich et alii 2006). The Theran
eruption was not directly responsible for the demise of the Minoan civilisation – neither the earthquake nor the
ash fall or tsunami were severe enough to destroy all of the Minoan cities, though they undoubtedly caused major
disruption. Instead, it was the delayed social trauma of this natural disaster that, over time, destabilised the power
base and religio-political standing of established elites and ultimately led to their demise and the emergence of
regional chiefs (Driessen & Macdonald 1997). While natural disasters are often perceived in terms of material
or human loss, the moral, behavioural, and spiritual consequences are equally severe. A helpful contemporary
example is the eruption of Mount St. Helens (WA, USA) in 1980 (Driessen & Macdonald 1997). Despite scientific
knowledge of what a volcanic eruption is and access to TV and radio for information, people living in the vicinity
of the volcano experienced an increase in psychological stress: increases of 18 % in death rate, 21 % in emergency
room visits, 200 % in stress-aggravated illnesses, 235 % in mental illness, 45 % in domestic violence and 37 % in
aggression. One can only imagine how much greater these stresses would have been for prehistoric communities.
These communities presumably explained the resulting tsunami, ash fall, earthquake and volcanic winter by
reference to cosmological beliefs.
While the Theran eruption has left many observable traces behind, other natural disasters may go undetected
archaeologically. Cohen (1977) suggested several proxy criteria by which times of real crisis could be detected,
including the spread of settlement into new ecological zones, concentration on previously ignored micro-niches,
change in utilisation of animal resources (especially a move to smaller and younger animals), and man-made
environmental degradation. For crises of man-made origin, archaeologists will have to look elsewhere. Obvious
markers are skeletal pathologies, weapon hoards, deposition of weapons in graves, and a distinct warrior
iconography. Crises that do not have environmental or militaristic aspects at their heart – and may often result from
internal restructuring rather than external intrusion – are much harder to detect and may require a subtler analysis
of different aspects of material culture. Such crises may find themselves reflected in styles of clothing, architectural
designs, food consumption or processing practices, ritual activities, or village layout. However, we cannot forecast
in which aspects this stress might show itself; any aspect of material culture can potentially change in response to
a crisis and illuminate the underlying social relationships (Hodder 1979).

2.

Crisis as an event

As we have seen above, crises can be short-term events or longer-term processes. Archaeology, by the very
nature of its evidence and methodology, is concerned with the longue durée. The analysis of events, i.e. singular
moments in time that demonstrably transform social structures, is normally considered to be the sole prerogative
of historians. Thus, if a specific event triggered a crisis, its occurrence is likely to go entirely unnoticed in the
archaeological record. What may remain accessible, however, are succeeding major changes to the social structures
made manifest in transformations to archaeologically visible material or landscape patterning. As it is all too clear,
(pre)history happens first and is only understood later with the benefit of hindsight.
However, scholars in support of ‘event archaeology’ have recently put forward an argument that archaeology,
too, is a discipline suited to investigating events (Beck et alii 2007 with comments and reply). Based on work by
Giddens (1979; 1984), Sahlins (1981) and, particularly, Sewell Jr. (2005), the authors propose that archaeology, by
focusing on spatial rather than temporal dimensions, is well equipped to identify and understand events. The built
environment, ranging in scope from a hearth to buildings to entire city landscapes, permits us to recognise events
when existing structures and patterns are interrupted and transformed. The authors caution, however, that not all
changes to the built environment exemplify underlying social transformation. Eventful change is characterised
by “coterminous changes in multiple kinds of material resources” (Beck et alii 2007: 836). Archaeology, when
studied alongside textual material, can add vital new dimensions to our understandings of events. The added
advantages of a focus on events is a move away from discussing change in a standard generalising manner, such
as the emergence of social hierarchies, urbanisation, state formation, etc., where agency does not reside in human
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actors, but in concepts. Whilst useful theoretical devices, the authors compare archaeology’s reliance on such
general concepts to the proverbial black box which ultimately masks true understanding.
While the authors’ case studies are successful in bringing archaeology to bear upon events by examining the
spatial dimensions of cultural discontinuity, e.g. the introduction of Christianity to Iceland or barrow constructions
in Denmark, several archaeological commentators remained unconvinced of the explanatory potential of ‘event
archaeology’. At the most fundamental methodological level, Joyce (2007) questions whether social transformations
find their expression in culture change. Instead, she draws attention to incidences where continuity in practices
could mark equally transformative ruptures in a society’s make-up. Similarly insightful is her comment on why
we want to study events as categories in the first place, when, for the most part, we do not recognise life-changing
events as we live through them. It is only with the benefit of hindsight that events become historic markers,
indicating they belong to an etic rather than an emic category. Focusing on the inconsistencies between case studies
and theoretical ideal, Whittle et alii (2007) highlight the discrepancy between the authors’ concept of an event
being a moment in time and their chosen case studies which actually speak about processes that took place over
longer time scales and hence suffer from the inevitable conflated timescale experienced by all archaeologists. In
the end, the article is a useful reminder of the power of archaeology to reveal spatial patterning. However, even if
we are at times able to illuminate aspects of a specific event, the chronological resolution that archaeologists are
capable of achieving makes this a rare occurrence.

3.

A ceramicist’s guide to crisis

Assuming that any aspect of society can potentially act as a flashpoint for a crisis, this section explores how
such signs might manifest themselves in the pottery chaîne opératoire and offers ethnographic and archaeological
examples for each stage.

3.1.

Collection of raw materials

Clay, temper, slips, paints, glazes and pigments are important resources with varying availability in the immediate
vicinity of a potter’s workshop. Based on an analysis of 110 ethnographic case studies, Arnold (1985: 32-57) found
that most clays were collected within a 7 km radius (range: <1 km to 50 km), while tempering materials were often
procured in the immediate vicinity (range: <1 km to 24 km). Slips and paints – which were not needed in bulk –
frequently travelled over greater distances, 800 km being the farthest recorded. The 7 km radius within which
85 % of potters source their raw materials, Arnold argues, correlates with their home territory that they are most
familiar with through tending fields, herding animals, gathering plants and visiting relatives or friends (see also
Rice 1987: 115-118).
In the archaeological record, we may be able to trace a crisis through changes in raw materials. A good example
of such a process can be found in the Taos District of Rio Grande Valley in the state of New Mexico between
the 12th and 14th c. AD (Fowles et alii 2007). During the Late Developmental period (1050-1190 AD) pottery
production was dispersed among the hamlets in the valley. The heterogeneous nature of fabrics analysed shows
that the potters travelled great distances to collect their raw materials – sometimes as much as 30 km – apparently
choosing the best clay for each vessel type. Fowles and colleagues (2007: 130) interpret the relatively uniform
range of variability across the valley as indicative of a socially permeable space where potters could choose from
a wide variety of clay and temper resources without encountering social or political boundaries. As time went by,
migration increased population almost ten-fold and people began to aggregate into larger villages between 1190
and 1260 AD (Early Coalition Period), and between 1260 and 1320 AD (Late Coalition Period) into one large
aggregated village, T’aitöna. Two other large nucleated villages existed, one 16 km to the south and the other
18 km to the north of T’aitöna. Conflict seems to have accompanied these migrations and subsequent population
nucleation as evidenced by defensive architectural features at T’aitöna. The authors argue that this growing tension
between the villages led to the desertion of previously inhabited areas and the creation of an empty unsettled buffer
zone around the village. Compositional fabric analyses allow us to detect this inter-village tension in concrete
terms as the choice of fabrics in the Late Coalition period becomes restricted to a single – less desirable – source
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located near T’aitöna. Clays from the buffer zone are no longer in use and signal that this stretch of land had
become highly contested and thus inaccessible to potters. The same pattern can be observed for prime agricultural
land situated within the buffer zone which was also deserted at this time (Table 5.1).
Period
Late
Developmental
period,
1050-1190 AD

Late Coalition
period,
1260-1320 AD

Tab. 5.1

3.2.

Settlement pattern
Widely distributed
hamlets

Clay fabrics

Potters use
dispersed and
geologically
heterogenous clays
and temper sources;
most suitable
clays chosen for
each vessel type;
heterogenous fabrics
Large aggregated
Potters relied on
village with unsettled local clay and temper
buffer zone
sources; clay choice
dependent upon
access to source;
homogenous fabrics

Mobility of
potters
Wide-ranging
mobility; up to 30 km
travelled

Restricted mobility;
within 1 km

Taos District, Rio Grande Valley, New Mexico. Changes in pottery and settlement patterns (based
on Fowles et alii 2007)

Clay preparation

Potters may be able to use clay without additional processing, but often some degree of manipulation is required
to make it more usable either by removing inclusions, adding temper or both. This may involve the removal of
small or large inclusions through cutting the clay and picking out stones, leaves, roots, and branches by hand,
grinding or sieving, and levigating with water. Temper, such as quartz sand, shells, straw, or grog, may also be
added to modify the properties of the clay and may have undergone some processing beforehand. Temper is often
very distinct as it may be sourced from a different geological context than the base clay or because it is an intrusive
organic compound (Rice 1987: 117-119).
Being a culturally embedded process, clay preparation is a helpful archaeological marker of crisis. Raw materials
and processing techniques provide clues about desired physical, mechanical, thermal, or visual properties and
hence potential social changes. Aspects that would be particularly visible are changes to the source region, temper
type, size, frequency, proportions, or morphology. A conflict-related change in temper has been recognised for
Early Bronze (EB) Age pottery from the settlement of Kastri on the island of Kythera, Greece (Broodbank &
Kiriatzi 2007). Inhabited from the Final Neolithic (FN) to the Late Minoan (LM) IB period, Kastri, the main
settlement on the island, housed a substantial and long-established community. A re-assessment by Broodbank and
Kiriatzi (2007) of the excavated pottery from the lowest levels (α, β, γ) shows dramatic transformations in clay,
temper, shape repertoire and decoration between deposits α and β/γ. Deposit α is dated to FN-EB II. It incorporates
distinct imported and indigenous pottery traditions that made use of clay sources from north and central Kythera.
Some of these traditions had strong stylistic affinities with Peloponnesian pottery. As regards temper, Kytheran
potters preferred grog during this early phase. Grog temper is already well known from the Peloponnese where
it was a common addition to potting clay during the Neolithic. Pottery from deposits β and γ (EB II-MB IA) is
markedly different in repertoire, appearance, and manufacture to that found in deposit α. It belongs to a distinctly
Cretan potting tradition that used sand as temper, a practice well-known from Crete since Early Minoan (EM) II.
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Cretan imports are common in these deposits, while Helladic imports are virtually absent. While the two traditions
were clearly demarcated, the analysis demonstrates a chronological overlap between deposits α and β/γ, hinting at
a degree of cohabitation/coexistence of two different communities at Kastri. In addition, surface survey data show
a partial spatial overlap between the two traditions across the island. It appears that the island’s original indigenous
population was gradually absorbed into or transplanted by an expanding immigrant Cretan community. Given the
chronological and spatial overlap of the two traditions, the authors argue for a relatively peaceful process rather
than a violent replacement, though hybrid vessels as a potential archaeological marker of this process are rare
(Broodbank & Kiriatzi 2007). Regardless of whether this was a peaceful or conflict-rich transition, the Cretans
brought with them traditions of distinct tempering materials that visually reflect the origin of this community.

3.3.

Forming

Vessels can be made using many primary forming techniques or combinations of techniques and several
techniques can be utilised on the same pot. Forming techniques are generally conceptualised along a spectrum
ranging from fully hand-made to fully wheel-made products, with a wide range of hybrid techniques, such as wheelcoiling, occupying the middle ground. Best known primary forming techniques are pinching, drawing, coiling,
moulding, and wheel-throwing (Rice 1987: 124-135). Forming techniques are normally acquired through some
form of apprenticeship. Apprentices learn specialised gestures and motor habits through repeated practice and are
thus embedded in wider knowledge networks. Because learning how to form vessels requires direct involvement
by the teacher – for example by demonstrating or by correcting mistakes – and because learnt gestures develop
into involuntary motor habits, forming techniques often represent the most individual and rooted aspects of social
identity, including kinship, learning networks, gender, and social class (Gosselain 1998; 2000; Gelbert 1999). As
a consequence, changes to forming techniques can reflect major crises in an individual’s or a community’s life.
The first appearance of the wheel-coiling technique in the Southern Levant during the second half of the 5th
millennium BC and its disappearance 300 years later indicates just such a social crisis (Roux 2003; 2010). During
these 300 years, wheel-coiling was used exclusively for the manufacture of V-shaped bowls, a ceremonial vessel
used in domestic, funerary, and sanctuary contexts. Wheel-coiling is fundamentally different from established
hand-made techniques and requires an entirely new set of conceptual skills (e.g. rotative kinetic energy) and motor
habits (e.g. two-handed stabilisation of the arms). Its emergence has been linked to a demand by emerging elites for
a monopoly on a distinct ceremonial vessel. Thus, the existence of this package is inextricably linked to the fortunes
of the elite (Roux 2003; 2010). In Early Bronze I (4th millennium BC) the existing social structures collapsed, and
three-quarters of all settlements disappeared together with the wheel-coiling technique. Wheel-coiling only reemerged in EB II-III when it remained limited to an estimated 3 % of the entire ceramic production. The revival
of this forming technique coincides with the construction of fortified cities with monumental architecture, hinting
again at an elite context for its production and consumption. When the fortified cities collapsed in EB IV (end of the
3rd millennium) wheel-coiling also vanished again. It is only in the 2nd millennium that wheel-coiling re-appeared,
was readily adopted and developed into the most dominant technique by the Middle Bronze II (Roux 2003; 2010).
Roux (2003) argues that the difference between the aborted development of the wheel-coiling technique on the
one hand and its widespread use on the other lies within the craft production context. In the EBA, the skill to
execute this technique was limited to a small number of attached craft specialists; transmission of the technique
was exclusively within this circle of practitioners who specialised in the production of a limited repertoire of
shapes for the elites. Roux (2010) calls this a closed system of innovation. With its fortunes tied to the fortunes of
individual elites, wheel-coiling went out of use when the elites collapsed. In this instance, the disappearance and
reappearance of a forming technique is a direct reflection of developments in the political sphere and may indeed
act as a poignant marker of times of change. Contrasting with this are open systems of innovation, such as the
adoption of wheel-coiling in the MBA, where the skill spreads beyond the initial group of inventors and is adopted
by a wider community of craftspeople. Its success and spread are no longer dependent on a specific socio-political
group but are governed by broader social, cultural or political traditions at play within a society. Here, pottery’s
potential to act as an indicator of troubled times is less apparent as transitions would be more gradual and diffuse.
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3.4.

Surface treatments

Many of the characteristics of clay pots are easily visible to other potters, customers, relatives, and neighbours.
The most visible are surface treatments, decoration, and motif design. As a consequence, these features are more
easily transmittable, fluctuate through time, and reflect the more superficial, situational, and temporary facets of
identity; they often are highly responsive to changing social, economic, or symbolic pressures (Gosselain 2000).
Because of their visibility and responsiveness to change, surface treatment and decoration can quickly display
coded messages in crisis situations. Often, however, it is not so much a change in surface treatment that indicates
times of trouble but rather firm adherence to mutually exclusive design motifs/decorative types that signal greater
group definition either side of a social or political boundary, revealing conflict between these communities (Hodder
1982). The message communicated by surface treatments or design motives may be unconscious – what Sackett
(1985) would call ‘passive’ style – or conscious, i.e. ‘active’ style. While a conceptual dichotomy between active
and passive style is attractive for its simplicity, it overgeneralises the function of style. Instead, most makers and
consumers would be aware to some degree of the socio-political message encoded in a given style, something that
Giddens (1979) refers to as the concept of ‘practical consciousness’.
‘Practical consciousness’ is undoubtedly present among the women potters in Conambo, Ecuador. This evocative
case study on the responsiveness of pottery decoration to political change investigates the domestic production of
painted beer (chicha) drinking bowls in Conambo (Bowser 2000). All adult women, whether married, unmarried
or widowed, make chicha bowls. The designs painted on the bowls are unique to each female potter. Although used
in domestic rather than public consumption events, the chicha bowls are highly visible. This is because decisions
affecting the entire community of Conambo are reached through consensus-building, requiring regular visits to
each other’s households. As part of a visit, male and female visitors will always be offered chicha. Chicha bowls
are therefore afforded a constant presence during all visits – from negotiations and discussions around personal
matters to problem-solving or conflict resolution between families and even high-level community politics.
The village is divided into two political factions, the Achuar and the Quichua. Affiliation with a political group is
independent of a person’s ethnic background and can shift throughout a person’s lifetime. Comparing the women’s
political affiliation with the designs painted on 40 chicha bowls (variables include symmetry, framing lines, colour,
and design elements), Bowser (2000) was able to show a significant correlation between the two. Unexpectedly, this
correlation was considerably stronger than a link between style and ethnicity (i.e. early enculturation patterns) in
this community. Equally important were her findings that women were aware of the meaning of their design styles
and, when questioned, were able to assign them accurately to political affiliation with an average accuracy of 70
%. Examples of ‘ambiguous’ designs were shown to belong to women who had established strong cross-coalitional
political alliances and for whom it was particularly important to appear neutral and impartial. Painted designs on
this Ecuadorian domestic pottery type thus strongly reflect political alliances that can change throughout a person’s
life, and these political messages are understood accurately by both insiders and outsiders (Bowser 2000). In this
example, decoration is a good potential indicator of times of crises at the level of the individual as it tracks the
women’s satisfaction, neutrality or rejection of a political view visually.

3.5.

Firing

Firing is essential to expel water from the clay body and harden it for subsequent use. Factors that influence
firing are the clay’s composition and the time, temperature, and atmosphere of the firing. Archaeologists generally
distinguish between kiln fires and open-air fires whereby the latter are considered to be more variable and less
controlled (Rice 1987: 80-110). As an activity that often involves a wider group, be it colleagues or family members,
it is publicly semi-visible and thus open to manipulation. The firing is able to communicate crises moments, with
change being reflected in the firing structure used, temperatures achieved, fuel used, or the organisation of the
firing process.
Firing times and temperatures mark a long-standing conflict between the lower and upper barrio potters at Las
Animas in the Northern Andes. Dedicated to ceramic production (especially copying archaeological artefacts)
since the 1960s, the village is divided by a riverbed into two areas: that of the potters and that of the merchants. The
potters’ region is further subdivided into a lower and an upper sector, each employing distinct manufacturing and
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firing techniques. Upper town potters are men who use the free-form method (i.e. figurines and pots are built up
slowly using small pieces of clay) and artefacts are sold in up-scale tourist markets; their income is higher. Lower
town potters are predominantly female, use the prop method (i.e. figurines and pots are formed with the help of a
mould) and “sell in street markets and lower-priced tourist shops”; they are economically worse off (Hosler 1996:
63). Although these gender and wealth differences pre-date pottery production, they quickly found a highly visible
expression in this technical domain.
While there are some similarities in the firing, there are also marked differences. All potters exploit the same clay
deposits ca. 50 km outside of Las Animas. These deposits provide black and yellow clays which they mix in equal
proportions. River sand is added as temper and large organic objects and pebbles are removed by hand or the clay
is sieved. Depending on the size of the artifacts, potters choose either the traditional raised free-standing indoor
cooking hearth or a pit for firing. All potters fire at temperatures over 600° C for at least 10 minutes. However,
upper town potters use a mix of slow- and fast-burning woods resulting in longer firing durations and higher
temperatures than their lower town counterparts who only use fast-burning woods. Intriguingly, pottery production
is so strongly interwoven with a person’s birthplace in the village that lower town female potters who marry upper
town male potters continue to use their traditional prop method manufacturing sequence and do not switch to the
free-form style. Hosler (1996) thus argues that the stringent technological division in firing and manufacturing
techniques mirrors and reinforces long-standing conflict in the village’s social, status and gender matrix.

4.

Discussion

From the ethnographic and archaeological case studies discussed above, we can surmise that crisis or conflict
can potentially manifest itself in any stage of the chaîne opératoire: clay collection, clay preparation, forming,
decorating, or firing. While my argument was intentionally broken down into individual aspects of the chaîne
opératoire to highlight how conflict might be reflected in each stage, it is a characteristic of all the above conflict
situations that several stages of the chaîne opératoire would normally be affected simultaneously. If change is
limited to one feature only, it does not (yet) constitute a true crisis which, according to its definition, requires
the involvement of several societal subsystems (Oliver-Smith 1999). Setting aside extreme natural disasters and
major wars, social inequality, status differences, gender discrimination, and differential access to land resources
seem to be major drivers for inter-/intra-societal conflict in the above examples. The resulting archaeological
pattern is equally diverse and can be classified into three distinct categories: 1) clearly delineated chaîne opératoire
boundaries between two relatively evenly matched but contesting social units, 2) the complete demise of one type
of pottery in favour of a new one as one social unit succumbs to another, or 3) hybrid scenarios where there is
a degree of ongoing negotiation and arrangement. The degree of distinctiveness or hybridity is governed by the
attitudes of the parties involved. DeLanda (2016) has drawn attention to two issues in this respect: territorialisation
and codification. Territorialisation refers to both the physical boundary between social groups and the degree
of homogeneity within each group. The more strongly opposed the groups (‘them’ vs ‘us’), the stronger the
territorialisation effect and the more clearly marked the geographic, material, and behavioural boundaries. In
contrast, hybridity emerges where these societies are more permeable, mobile and more accepting of differences.
The degree of codification indicates to which extent practices, manners, and objects are required to perform to
an accepted communal standard – the greater the standardisation, the stronger the coding. Societies with great
material and behavioural variability are thus more open while those with strong coding are highly controlled and
rigid.
While the above case studies have demonstrated that changes in pottery may indeed reflect times of trouble, the
question now is whether it is possible to reverse the argument. Can we assume that all crises result in recognisable
changes in the chaîne opératoire? Can we postulate a consistent and predictive relationship between the two?
Adams (1979) was the first to tackle this issue head-on in relation to Nubian ceramics. Having studied the Nubian
ceramic sequence from 200 to 1550 AD, he identified a number of major and minor changes in ware categories in
relation to key variables, such as method of manufacture, fabric and temper, surface treatment, vessel form, paint
colours, and decorative methods (Adams 1979: figs 2-4). Considering the overall pattern, Adams believes gradual
change to have been an ever-present feature of Nubian pottery production. Radical or revolutionary change that
involved several variables simultaneously, however, occurred only at two points in the ceramic development and
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should, if ceramics acted as a marker of change, correspond to major socio-political transformations in Nubian
society. The first is dated to ca. 350 AD when wheel-made pottery changed radically in all of the variables except
shape repertoire. The second falls around 850 AD and shows dramatic modifications in all variables except shape
and surface finish. The first instance may possibly be linked to the collapse of the Kushite Empire which then led
to the disappearance of Meroitic pottery. The second ceramic revolution, however, took place at a time when the
Kingdom of Makouria was stable and prospered, a time period that is generally considered to have been without
external or internal sources of conflict. In contrast, “the introduction of Christianity in the 6th century, although
it was immediately reflected in architectural, artistic, and literary canons, had no measurable impact on Nubian
pottery until 250 years later” (Adams 1979: 732). In the end, Adams concludes that the relationship between
changes in Nubian pottery and major historical processes in the region was indirect, complex, and imperfect, and is
therefore ultimately unpredictable. Pottery may change quickly or slowly, one or many variables may be affected,
and ware groups may be impacted differently. While often culturally sensitive the relationship between crises and
pottery production must be demonstrated first, not presumed a priori.
Adams is not alone in his views and many of the paper’s commentators (e.g. Abel 1979; Arnold 1979; Chittick
1979; Davis 1979; de Maret 1979; Fattovich 1979; Franken 1979; Kolb 1979; Simmons 1979; Syms 1979) agree
with his initial assessment that pottery and socio-political history do not directly mirror each other, or argue that
they may do so in imprecise and as yet poorly understood ways (see also Tschopic 1950). Applying these insights
to the topic of this workshop indicates that pottery specialists cannot assume a priori that changes in the chaîne
opératoire reflect crises, conflict, or tensions within a community. Nor does the reverse apply: times of trouble
do not express themselves in a straight-forward manner in the ceramic sphere. Instead, archaeologists must be
attentive to the symbolic, social, economic, political, and technological contexts and must meticulously explore the
minutia of each case – whilst always being alert to circular reasoning and untested assumptions. At times we may
be able to determine social relationships, at other times we may come up empty-handed.
Ethnographic case studies are in strong support of such a nuanced and situational approach. As Gosselain (2008:
174-175) has argued in relation to his large-scale analysis of African potting traditions, “cultural phenomena are
never reducible to simple, bounded entities”. Instead, we need to be aware that our categories are by their very
nature only artificial constructs trying to instil order into a complex, ever-developing process of cultural practices
and dynamics whereby potters continuously mix, borrow, invent, manipulate and re-evaluate their craft within the
context of their communities.
Whilst acknowledging the ‘messiness’ of the archaeological record, one cannot help but wonder whether some
patterns and relationships can be discerned more easily or are more meaningful than others. Gosselain’s concept
of social visibility might offer some methodological inroads. In his seminal paper, Gosselain (2000) suggests
that different aspects of the ceramic chaîne opératoire have different degrees of social visibility. Based on his
Cameroonian case study, he distinguishes between three socio-technical categories:
▪▪ Techniques that leave visible evidence on the finished product (e.g. tempering or mixing clays, secondary
forming techniques, decoration, certain firing techniques, and most post-firing treatments). Easily visible
features allow other potters, customers, relatives, and neighbours to be aware of an individual’s techniques. As
a consequence, these features are easily transmittable, fluctuate through time and reflect the more superficial,
situational, and temporary facets of identity; they often are a response to changing social, economic, or
symbolic pressures.
▪▪ Techniques that leave no visible traces on the finished product but are observed by fellow workers, especially
when the work is done on a collective basis (e.g. clay selection, extraction, processing, and firing). Consequently,
modifications are likely to reflect adjustments to local or regional identities.
▪▪ Techniques that do not leave visible traces on the finished product (e.g. primary forming techniques which are
generally obliterated by secondary forming treatments). They are most resistant to change as they are based on
specialised gestures and motor habits acquired through repeated practice. Thus, primary forming techniques
reflect the most individual and rooted aspects of social identity, including kinship, learning networks, gender,
and social class (Gosselain 1998; 2000).
Revisiting the conflict case studies summarised above, one cannot help but observe a degree of overlap between
them and Gosselain’s proposal. In the Las Animas community of the Northern Andes, for example, forming and
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firing are tightly linked with the most deep-rooted aspects of a person’s identity, namely gender and social class.
In contrast, affiliation with political factions in Conambo, Ecuador, an altogether more fluid dynamic, is visible
in the quick reactions to changes displayed in the decoration. Whether the relationship between different levels of
social visibility and different types of identities could be considered a predictive one, is doubtful given Gosselain’s
subsequent research which showed much greater heterogeneity in practices than previously imagined – practices
which do not coincide with any social or political boundaries (Gosselain 2008; 2011). Forming techniques more
frequently – though not always – display a correlation between technique and linguistic, political, or social
groupings. Gosselain (2000: 208) believes that this is due to forming techniques encapsulating “the core of people’s
identity, that part which probably most firmly rooted and hence most difficult to mask or erase”.
Although Gosselain’s ethnographic case studies show considerable diversity in how different identities manifest
themselves, degrees of social visibility in the chaîne opératoire may nevertheless retain their conceptual value if
we reformulate Gosselain’s proposal slightly. Instead of assuming that pottery reveals a straight-forward set of
predetermined identities according to the social visibility of each manufacturing stage (e.g. ethnicity = forming
technique; political factions = decoration), they rather reveal what a community considers to be more or less
important structuring agents. Facets of identity considered to be most central and significant to an individual or
community are encapsulated in the choice of forming technique. In contrast, those facets of identity embedded in
more visible stages of the chaîne opératoire (e.g. decoration, firing) are of lesser relevance for the community’s
self-consciousness at any given point in time. The reformulated model would thus suggest that forming techniques
reflect whichever aspects a community considers to be the most deep-rooted and central to their core identity. This
may be ethnicity or linguistic groupings (as identified by Gosselain’s 2000 case study), or it could be gender, social
status, or economic power. The advantage of this reformulation is that it takes into account Gosselain’s findings
from his later case studies (2008; 2011) which demonstrate that there is much greater variability than suggested
by his original case study published in 2000. By asking the question of what aspect a community or individual
considers most crucial and central to their identity, we are acknowledging the great diversity of possible cultural
scenarios. Further work is required to test this hypothesis more broadly.

5.

Case study: Phylakopi on Melos

Bearing the various methodological issues in mind, let us now explore the relationship between ceramic
production at Bronze Age Phylakopi on Melos (Greece) and times of crisis in this island community.
The settlement of Phylakopi, located on the north-eastern coast of the island of Melos, saw several phases of
excavation between the 19th and 20th c. AD which revealed a Bronze Age town of ca. 80 m x 200 m (Atkinson et
alii 1904; Dawkins & Droop 1910-1911; Renfrew 2007). The town had already reached a considerable size by the
end of the Early Bronze Age (Phylakopi I). The Middle Bronze Age town (Phylakopi II) was at least of equal size,
even though the stratigraphy is not fully clear due to the overlying later remains. Currently, no public or specialised
buildings that could be indicative of a central authority are known from this phase. After a destruction at the end
of the Middle Cycladic period (MC), the site was levelled and re-built. The Late Bronze Age town (Phylakopi III)
extends over ca. 2 ha. The presence of an impressive Late Cycladic (LC) I fortification wall and of a new imposing
Mansion, a large special-purpose building, speaks to some kind of central organisation. Pottery remains suggest
that the Mansion went out of use sometime in LC II. The discovery nearby of two fragments from one Linear A
tablet – a system of writing used in Crete at this time – might indicate the use of some administrative system at
Phylakopi, with the Mansion as the likely organisational centre (Renfrew & Wagstaff 1982: 39). The turn from
Phylakopi III to IV is marked by the construction of a Megaron (dated to LC III, corresponding with Late Helladic
IIIA) and the building of a sanctuary. The town of Phylakopi was finally abandoned in the 11th c. BC.
The stratigraphic and architectural information available from Phylakopi shows two major disruptions in the
settlement’s life. The first can be dated to the end of the MBA when Phylakopi II was levelled in its entirety and
rebuilt as Phylakopi III in the LC I period with an (extended) fortification wall and the Mansion. The second hiatus
occurred when the Megaron was built in the LC III period. This latter event is beyond the scope of this article.
Different causes have been proposed for the major destructions at the end of the MC period. Atkinson et alii
(1904) assumed that they were due to earthquake damage. However, Renfrew is less specific and simply alludes
to them as ‘destructions’ (Renfrew 2007). The existence of a major levelling episode could equally be interpreted
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as a necessity following the earthquake destruction or as an independent major rebuilding project by the local
community. In either case, it could signal a time of crisis – either the result of a natural disaster or as the result of
social and political re-negotiations among inhabitants. The construction of the Mansion, a central building with
possible evidence of administrative function in the form of a Linear A tablet, on top of the levelling layer would
at first glance favour the second alternative and may indicate the emergence of a new ruling elite. However, we
have also seen in our discussion about disasters that these events often can act as a catalyst for the emergence
of new power players who may have been lying in wait and biding their time for an opportunity to arise. An
earthquake could have afforded the necessary trigger by undermining existing power structures, questioning
existing cosmologies and highlighting the benefits of a newly emerging elite. Regardless of the cause, the action
of levelling the entire town must represent a time of heightened stress for all inhabitants.
A unique and complete assemblage of pottery covering the Middle and Late Cycladic period is available to
test our hypothesis. While mostly fragmentary in preservation, I was able to study ca. 90,000 sherds and ca. 400
complete vessels from Renfrew’s 1974-1977 Phylakopi excavations (Renfrew 2007). The goal of the excavations
was primarily to clarify the stratigraphy and dating of specific buildings or structures in different parts of the sites.
As a consequence, the trenches were unconnected. However, thanks to seriation studies undertaken by Davis and
Cherry (1984; 2007) and myself (Berg 2000) we have a very good understanding of the pottery’s development
through time across all trenches (Berg 2007a).

5.1.

Middle Cycladic (Tables 5.2-5.3)

The statistical analysis shows that there was no discernible development of the local pottery in the MC deposits.
This led the excavators to argue that these deposits represented a mixed levelling fill on which the later Late
Cycladic I town was built. The assemblage is characterised by plentiful amounts of local burnished and slipped
wares. Cycladic White Ware is also present in some quantity while handleless cups (i.e. conical, bell-shaped,
and straight-sided cups and saucers) – hallmarks of Minoan Crete at this time – are rare. These features, together
with the presence of curvilinear and some naturalistic decoration date the pottery to the later MC period, roughly
contemporary with the Middle Minoan (MM) III phase on Crete (Barber 2007). Only hand-made forming
techniques existed, representing the traditional way of potting at Phylakopi. Wheel-throwing was limited to a small
number of handleless cups, imitating not only a Minoan shape, but also their Minoan mode of production. Imports
reached the site from Crete (MM II to MM IIIB/LM IA), Kea, and the Greek mainland (Grey Minyan and painted
Middle Helladic Wares). Only imports from Crete are relatively numerous in numbers.

Tab. 5.2
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5.2.

Early Late Cycladic I (Tables 5.2-5.3)

The early LC I layers lie stratigraphically directly above the MC levelling fill and are contemporary with early
LM IA on Crete. This phase sees a dramatic increase in wheel-thrown handleless (mainly of conical type) cups to
around 5 % of the entire assemblage, and with it, we see the first application of the wheel-throwing technique to
local cup types. However, most local shapes continue to be made by hand in the traditional way. Burnished and
slipped wares have decreased in popularity. Imports firmly dated to LM IA are now present from Crete in some
quantities. Popular LM IA motifs (grass, spiral, and tortoiseshell ripple) also become fashionable for use on locally
produced Minoanising vessels. Imports from Mainland Greece, Kea, and other not determined locations remain
small in numbers. Grey Minyan imports ceased with the end of the Middle Bronze Age.

5.3.

Middle Late Cycladic I (Tables 5.2-5.3)

These deposits cover the middle phase of LC I, characterised by a lack of LM IB imports and the almost complete
disappearance of MC burnished and slipped wares. Cycladic White Ware remains popular. The success of the
handleless cups continues, now adding up to 12 %, most of which are of the conical type and wheel-thrown. Wheelthrowing extends to some local cup types, but traditional hand-made techniques remain dominant also in this phase.
Imports from the Greek mainland, Crete (LM IA), Kea and other sources are present in small numbers. Decorative
motifs of LM IA origin continue to be popular.

5.4.

Late Late Cycladic I - Late Cycladic II (Tables 5.2-5.3)

The final phase of LC I and LC II are characterised by LM IB imports from Crete. As Barber (1981: 7) remarked,
there are no obvious differences between LC I and LC II; it is only the presence of LM IB/LH IIA imports which
suggests that this phase stretches into the LC II period. The handleless cup percentage gradually increases to about
23 %, almost all of which are of the conical type and wheel-thrown. Minoanising shapes, including medium- and
large-sized vessels, are increasingly made with the help of the wheel. This forming technique has also spread more
widely among the local production: up to 13 % of the local wares are made using the wheel although the majority
remain hand-made. Imports from Crete, Kea and elsewhere, as well as local Cycladic White Ware are present in
small amounts only. Imports from mainland Greece are increasing in number and have become by far the most
popular import in this period. Established motifs of Minoan origin, however, continue to be present.

6.

Assessing the link between crisis and pottery at Phylakopi

Based on the seriation study, we can observe many changes through time within this MC to LC II pottery assemblage
from Phylakopi. However, most of these changes are of a gradual rather than abrupt nature: burnished and slipped
wares waned slowly through time, Cycladic White Ware gradually became less important and Minoanising shapes
and motifs increased progressively. Abrupt changes are rare and do not necessarily coincide with the boundaries
of recorded phases. The first marked change is the cessation of Grey Minyan imports with the end of the Middle
Bronze Age. The second abrupt change is the introduction of locally produced Minoan-style handleless conical cups
alongside the adoption of the potter’s wheel during the late Middle Bronze Age. However, this change occurred
within the late MC period rather than at the junction between the Middle and Late Bronze Age. During the LC
I-II periods, the trends set in motion during the late MC period continue without any significant hiatus. Likewise,
a statistical analysis of the handleless conical cup production at Phylakopi shows that they lacked standardisation
throughout the Late Bronze Age, indicating that there was no conscious or unconscious attempt to make conical
cups adhere to a rigid idealised shape (i.e. lack of codification) or producer/workshop specialisation that could have
led to a more standardised product. This is in stark contrast to conical cups at Haghia Irini on Kea which became
more standardised over time, possibly suggesting increasing competition between potting workshops (Berg 2004)
and stricter codification. It has to be concluded, therefore, that the early LC I levelling event did not in itself cause
or reflect a social or cultural crisis in the community that expressed itself in the pottery.
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Cycladic bowl
Melian bowl
other bowls
panelled cup
hemispherical cup
tumbler
semiglobular cup
rounded cup
conical cup
bell cup
straight-sided cup
saucer
jugs
jars
bridge-spouted/
hole-mouthed jars
amphora
buckets/cooking pots/
tripod cooking pots
basins
pithoid jar/pithos
tub
lamp
rhyton
Tab. 5.3

late MC
hand
hand
hand
hand
hand
hand
hand
hand
wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
hand
hand

early/middle LC I
hand
hand
hand
hand and wheel
hand and wheel
hand
hand
wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
hand
hand

late LC I/LC II
hand
hand
hand
hand
hand and wheel
--wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
wheel
hand
hand

hand

hand

hand

hand

hand

hand and wheel

hand

hand

hand

hand
hand
hand
hand
---

hand
hand
hand
hand
hand and wheel

hand
hand
hand
hand and wheel
wheel

Development of dominant forming technique at Phylakopi (all local fabrics; Minoanising
shapes in bold; hand = hand-made; wheel = wheel-made; hand and wheel = equal proportions
of hand-made and wheel-made) (by the author)

This is not to say that there was no conflict in the community. However, the conflict that did exist was
encapsulated in more subtle details of shape morphology and design than the broad stratigraphic patterns
discussed above. A careful study of the local pottery production shows a clear separation into a ‘traditional
production’ and a ‘Minoanising production’ (Fig. 5.1). The traditional production utilises hand-made techniques
to produce Cycladic shapes with Cycladic surface treatments and motifs. In contrast, the Minoanising production
imitates Minoan shapes using the potter’s wheel and decorates them with Minoan-style designs. Minoanising
shapes include several types of cups, lamps, amphorae, and rhyta. Large Minoanising shapes, such as holemouthed jars, bridge-spouted jars, and cooking pots, are normally hand-built, although a few wheel-made jars
exist. Hybrid vessels, namely vessels that combined Minoanising and local features in non-deterministic ways
are present but are small in number.
Further analysis demonstrates that the traditional vs Minoanising divide permeated all aspects of the pottery
production, including fabric, forming technique, and decoration (Berg 2007b): the ‘conical cup’ fabric was
exclusively used for small, open Minoanising shapes which were wheel-thrown. Cycladic White Ware was
primarily used for local shapes which were hand-made. The local fabric was used for both, but Minoanising
shapes were regularly wheel-made while those following the local tradition predominantly used hand-building
techniques. Decoration also follows this trend. Minoanising motifs are more commonly found on Minoanising
shapes and traditional motifs on local shapes. When the local fabric was used for Minoanising shapes a pale
slip was often added to mirror the pale Cretan clay. Potter’s marks only occur on local shapes and never on
Minoanising ones.
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Fig. 5.1

Conceptualising the pottery production at Phylakopi (by the author)

How to explain the division of the pottery production at Phylakopi? On one hand, we have the rapid adoption
of easily discernible features, such as fabric colour, Minoan shapes and motifs. Being highly visible, the adoption
of these features signals more superficial desires and may have been a response to customer demand, reflecting
what Wiener (1984) has called the ‘Versailles effect’, namely the adoption of a cultural trend seen as superior or
more fashionable. On the other hand, the hesitant application of a new forming technique beyond Minoanising
shapes and the resulting technological division in the pottery production at Phylakopi into a traditional hand-made
and Minoanising wheel-made mode (with hybrid vessels signalling a degree of overlap) are indications of a deeprooted division among potters – and quite possibly also reflect the attitude of the wider Phylakopi community.
These new pottery types and forming techniques question aspects of identity, such as kinship, identity, or gender,
and highlight how contested and controversial the introduction of Minoan shapes and technologies may have been.
The fact that they were adopted and subsequently spread in popularity, indicates the community’s desire to align
themselves with wider technological innovations, fashion trends, and consumption habits (Berg 2007b).
However, debates within Melian society are likely to have gone well beyond technical dimensions related to
pottery manufacture: most of the Minoanising vessels, such as handleless cups, jugs, and jars, can be categorised
as serving vessels. Their social significance lies in their presence during private and public drinking activities.
One of the possible beverages that may have been consumed during these activities was wine. In relation to
Crete, Hamilakis (1996; 1999) has discussed the importance of wine in socially-visible consumption activities
due to its intoxicating properties. Characterised by an unsystematic management in the Early Minoan period,
wine exploitation becomes more systematic in the palatial periods. The spatial distribution of wine installations
and archaeobotanical evidence particularly focuses on sites of palatial character (e.g. palaces, villas) and elite
houses in high-ranking sites. Unlike cereals and pulses, for example, vine is labour-intensive to produce and is a
riskier crop to grow. Far from being a subsistence crop, the fact that wine is considered an elite item in the Linear
B tablets makes it likely that it held a similarly high social position in Minoan society and was related to feasting
and drinking ceremonies and intra-elite gift exchange (Hamilakis 1996). It is likely, therefore, that the adoption
of handleless cups at Phylakopi is much more than an attempt to ‘buy into’ a new ceramic serving-set design. It
illustrates the imitation of foreign culinary practices and elite social strategies with the aim of negotiating social
relations and consolidating and legitimating power between local factions. As such, wine acted as “a barometer of
the constant and endemic instabilities” (Hamilakis 1999: 50).
However, given the existence of hybrid vessels that combine Minoanising and local features in non-deterministic
ways, we know that codification and territorialisation were not as rigid as they might have been (DeLanda 2016).
While the traditional and Minoanising groups were clearly differentiated in their practices and materials, the
existence of hybrid vessels alerts us to a certain degree of openness, diversity, and tolerance among producers and
consumers. On one hand, cultural norms were enforced strictly, but on the other, potters also had some room for
diversity and individual expression.
In contrast, the ceramic record at Haghia Irini on Kea, a Cycladic island a little further north, shows no hint of a
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conceptual division. There, the adoption of Minoan shapes and the wheel-throwing technology were much more
inclusive, impacting on local shapes to a much greater degree. The new technology was incorporated into the
potter’s repertoire without resulting in any kind of division, indicating less conflict about the social trajectory of the
community (Berg 2007b). Phrased in terms of the concepts of codification and territorialisation (DeLanda 2016)
introduced above, the lack of codification (rigidly adhered to repertoire categories) and territorialisation (‘them vs
us’ dichotomies) indicates that the inhabitants of Haghia Irini were generally open to new challenges and accepting
of diversity (DeLanda 2016).
If we accept that technology is socially constituted, then the patterns we have observed in the pottery manufacture
at Phylakopi can be regarded as an expression of wider socio-cultural attitudes. During the Middle Bronze Age,
Melians had a strong local identity which manifested itself in an accepted system of manufacture: vessels were
made using hand-forming techniques, local shapes were valued highly, decorative patterns were traditional and
clay choices remained stable over a long time. Outside influences, such as Grey Minyan Ware from the Greek
mainland, were visible, but considerably less popular than at Haghia Irini, for example. Thus, both codification and
territorialisation were very pronounced during this phase.
The influx of Minoan objects, technologies, and practices from the Middle Bronze Age onwards gradually began
to undermine this rigid self-definition, leading to a society characterised by deep tensions between those wedded to
traditional ways and those open to new (Minoan) influences. The existence of hybrid vessels shows that there may
have been individuals occupying the middle-ground. The levelling of the Middle Bronze Age town, the erection of
the Mansion and the possible use of Minoan-style administration in the Late Cycladic period appears to indicate
that the local elites had firmly aligned themselves with the new ‘brand’. In contrast, the continuing division in the
pottery production suggests a more hesitant attitude by the general population. Such hesitation is not visible at
Haghia Irini which readily incorporated Minoan features into many aspects of its material culture (and perhaps
even belief systems) and where the pottery production has shown no equivalent separation (Berg 2007a).

7.

Conclusions

Culture change is an ever-present issue in archaeology. However, its relevance to times of trouble, disasters,
crises, and the like, has largely gone unexplored. Pottery, like any other item of material culture, has the ability
to encapsulate and communicate messages about cultural norms, political alliances, and religious beliefs. As
the above case studies have demonstrated, such transformations may reflect times of crisis when traditions are
contested, old ways of life challenged, and new alliances created. However, contrary to Grieder’s quote at the
beginning of this article, no predictive relationship between ceramic change and societal conflicts or tensions can
be established. Times of crisis may – or may not – express themselves in the ceramic chaîne opératoire. While
ceramics certainly have the potential to be very sensitive to change, cultural change may, of course, manifest itself
in any aspects of material culture, practices or technologies – ceramic or otherwise. Likewise, conflict and societal
responses to it may not necessarily be synchronous. A crisis may be sudden with cultural change only occurring
as a delayed response or, in contrast, a conflict situation may have been bubbling underneath the surface for some
time, but only erupts forcefully at a later stage. Thus, each crisis scenario will need to be investigated on its own
terms, utilising a contextual approach.
Alongside a careful analysis of the historical context, I have found particularly helpful the concepts of
territorialisation and codification which highlight the degree of rigidity and control that exist within a given
society and provide insights into heightened levels of disagreements within a community or between factions. The
visibility of individual stages of the chaîne opératoire might provide additional information and may highlight
which issues are at the very core of a society’s self-perception. As such, these approaches and concepts might also
be of use to archaeologists working with other material classes.
As regards my own case study, the major period of upheaval in Phylakopi can be dated to the end of the MC
period when the town was entirely rebuilt. Two scenarios can be proposed for this rebuilding episode: an earthquake
and a political power struggle. If the destruction of the town was the result of an earthquake, then the event would
have occurred suddenly and unexpectedly. Change in the pottery production could only have manifested itself
subsequently. If the destruction layer and the subsequent rebuilding of the town with a central building symbolise
a political power struggle, one might expect expressions of this struggle to be present already in the MC period.
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The picture of the Melian pottery production is clear: it points to a gradual development with trends uninterruptedly
continuing from the MC period into LC II. The rebuilding of the town did not alter the trajectory of ceramic
change. The rise of Minoan pottery had already been set in motion in the Middle Cycladic period with Cretan
imports and the local production of Minoanising handleless cups but gathered greater speed in LC I as Minoan
imports decreased and local production of an ever-wider range of Minoanising shapes filled the gap. It is only in
a subtler analysis of the pottery manufacture – with particular emphasis on forming techniques – that we can see
the underlying tensions between different societal groups at Phylakopi (present already from the Middle Bronze
Age). On the one hand, we have those who treasured tradition and preferred to continue the accustomed ways of
life. On the other hand, there are the elites and those who want to associate themselves with a new lifestyle that
was culturally perceived to be superior. Thus, one could make an argument that Melian pottery is sensitive to the
social tensions that existed at Phylakopi between those in the community who wanted to align themselves with
Minoan culture and those who preferred their traditional ways. However, the expressions are extremely subtle, and
we would have to postulate a time-lag between cause and effect. While possible, such a modus operandi underlines
the difficulties in aligning archaeological processes with historic events and raises more methodological questions
than it answers.
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The book
This volume comprises the proceedings of a workshop with the same title which took place in February 2016
at UCLouvain (Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium). It was organised within the framework of the ARC13/18-049
(concerted research action) “A World in Crisis?”. This workshop questioned the reliability of pottery as crisis
indicator within the archaeological data set. More particularly, following the perspective of archaeological and
anthropological research that assesses pottery technology as a social product, there is an interest in addressing
the social and cultural aspects of technological change in pottery production in the speciﬁc context of crisis
and period of trouble. The main goal of our examination was to detect whether and how technological choices or
changes observed in the archaeological ceramic record may reﬂect periods of transition, disruption, crisis or
change pertaining to social, political, economic and environmental conditions. We proposed to address these
questions by bringing together experts in charge of the study of pottery at diﬀerent Bronze Age Mediterranean
sites in order to discuss, confront and contextualise their respective assemblages and associated contexts.
This two-day workshop emphasised that the majority of our case studies allow the identiﬁcation of continuous
changes in pottery production systems, i.e. changes that do not evidence any clear cessation of transmission in
potting practices. These are interpreted as indicators of periods of transition, of socio-political and economic
transformation, rather than moments of crisis or disruption. On the contrary, discontinuous changes in
pottery production systems have been observed in those contexts where new paste recipes and/or innovative
forming techniques were introduced by foreigners and adopted by local people. Finally, the contributions also
highlighted that our observations needed to be replaced in a broader contextual framework, especially in the
case of the Late Bronze Age ( 13th-12th c. BC ) Mediterranean systems’ collapse. Indeed, several archaeological
contexts here examined have demonstrated a relative continuity of ceramic traditions at the 13th-12th c. BC
transition, while other forms of transmitted technological knowledge had abruptly stopped.
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