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Reviewed by David Frankel

Pottery has always had a central place in archaeology, its role evolving and reflecting the development
of the discipline through the application of varied techniques, approaches and styles of research. Its
more traditional use in constructing primary referential frameworks of time, place and association
has been supplemented by studies of symbolism, function, manufacture, distribution and discard at
scales of analysis ranging from the individual to large areas seen in long-term perspective. Within this
broad spectrum Dean Arnold has led the way in exploring the social and material context of pottery
production in living communities, both as a subject in its own right and as a way into understanding
facets of past behaviour.
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This, his latest book, develops this approach further. In it Arnold takes advantage of his unique
knowledge of pots and potters in Yucatdn, built up over more than thirty years of primary fieldwork
between 1965 and 1997. During this time he developed close relationships with potters in the city of
Ticul as he documented their work and lives over periods of considerable social and economic change.
Pottery and its production become the means, perhaps the metaphor, for an analysis of adjustment
and adaptation.

Arnold differentiates himself from much of the well-known tradition of ethnoarchaeology. Indeed his
concern is not directly with setting up models to help explain the past, although he is clear that without
an understanding of the ways in which potters work, think and function archaeologists are flying
blind. As any good scholar should — but as most cannot or do not — Arnold confronts presuppositions
and unconsidered concepts within his own society, both academic and general, which provide, at times,
inappropriate frameworks of thought and analysis. Past trends and current developments in ceramic
archaeology and broader theories of production are neatly summarised in the introductory chapter,
and particular models — especially those of Costin regarding specialisation — become touchstones
which provide a starting point for this engagement.

The substance of the book looks at changes that have taken place in a series of aspects, starting with
the broader social context of the population and organisation of the potting community, and the
demand, consumption and distribution of their wares. This is followed by chapters which examine in
turn the production sequence from clay and temper procurement and related changes in the fabrics,
before dealing with forming and firing. In each case practicalities and processes are discussed, setting
technological changes into the broader social and economic context as more complex systems have
developed with a general trend toward greater specialisation. Reasons for the introduction, adoption
or rejection of innovations and the interrelationship between all elements within the overall system
are carefully considered.

Beyond the close documentation and discussion of these historical developments, Arnold raises the
question of how similar types of change, whether in materials, techniques or products, which can be
identified in the archaeological record, may be explained. The rich, personal anecdotal and broader
quantified basis for models and explanations for change in Ticul are, of course, at an ethnographic
scale of time and observation. Such specifics are not, therefore, available to prehistoric archaeologists
working with far less precision and constantly challenged by patchy sampling of confused discard.
Nevertheless the data, the insights and the underlying critique of broad models and definitions provide
in this, as in Arnold’s previous studies, a stimulus and challenge to the archaeological community.

This book, exploring the interrelationship between technology and society, is as much a contribution
to the development of ceramic archaeology as it is a broad social history of the Ticul community. A
future study looking even more closely at individuals involved in this history is promised, and will add
a further instalment to Arnold’s contribution to the dynamically evolving sub-discipline of ceramic
archaeology.
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