MEAN CERAMIC DATING

Archaeologist Stanley South of the University of South Carclina is an innovator
who has raised the visibility of historical archaeology in the Americas during his
career. He has studied both the early Spanish and English colonies in the south-
eastern and eastern United States, respectively. Among his many contributions to
the field is a new technique for dating historical sites and deposits based on the
occurrence of different types of pottery.

South knew, as do most archaeologists, that material items usually exhibit
a similar pattern in their popularity. Objects like music, hairstyles, clothing,
dishes, and the like are fashionable—that is, they are rare and unusual when
they first appear; if they catch on, their popularity grows and grows until the
trend declines and the style becomes rare and disappears. South showed that
this principle of popularity could be used to determine the age of an historical
site when several fashionable pottery styles are present.

South pointed out that if you know the time of manufacture for different
styles of pottery, then a formula based on changing fashions could be used to
date a series of different types from an archaeological site—to determine a “mean
ceramic age” as South called it. One of the advantages to the archaeology of his-
tory is that there are a variety of documents that provide information on events
in the past. For example, there are documents providing the years of manufac-
ture for many styles of ceramic plates and dishes made in the last several hun-
dred years. Table 11.1 provides a list that South compiled with this information




for various types of historic pottery. Obviously, this kind of information is not
available for most periods of archaeology.

An important concept in this scheme is the median date of manufacture.
This is the year when the manufacture of this type of pottery peaked. Median
means that half of the vessels were made before this date and half after this time.
Thus, the median date of manufacture should approximate the maximum popu-
larity of the style. The last column in Table 11.1 shows the range of dates of man-
ufacture: when the type first appeared and when it stopped being made.

Now, if several of these types were present at a site, South was able to cal-
culate a date for the site based on the number of sherds of each type and the
median year of manufacture. South derived a mathematical formula to do this
calculation. Essentially, the formula finds the average year of manufacture for
different kinds of pottery based on their frequency of occurrence at the site.

The formula for the mean ceramic date (MCD) for a site is
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In other words, to calculate the mean ceramic date, multiply the number of
sherds of each type (f;) times the median date of manufacture (d,) for that type
and add all the products. Divide that number by the total number of sherds to
determine the MCD.

Now you try it. The historic house of Wilma Willoughby in the
town of Beaufort, South Carolina, was excavated in the 1950s before the
area was turned into a textile-importing center. Fortunately, the archae-
ologists counted all the artifacts and types of pottery found in a trash
dump behind the house. This information is listed below in Table 11.2.
The archaeologists were not able to determine the age of the dump or
the house because little was known about when the pottery had been
made. Then, in 1977, Stanley South published his method of mean
ceramic dating and a list of manufacturing dates for various types
of historic pottery. You can use his method to calculate a date for
Willoughby’s house.

1. Use the excavated data and the formula for MCD to calculate an
estimated age. Show your work.

What is your calculated estimate for the age of the trash dump?
Is this a good estimate for the age of the house?
Is there a better way to state the age of the house?

What are some of the possible problems with this method?
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What about the issues of longevity and heirlooms?

Mean ceramic dating illustrates several aspects of pottery and archaeology.
The concept of changing fashions and the appearance, increase in popularity, de-
crease in popularity, and disappearance is a typical pattern in the uselife of many
objects and behaviors. Pottery is a very good example of this pattern because it
breaks easily and often, is thrown away, survives in the ground, and different
types are readily distinguished. The historic pottery in this example also docu-
ments the extent of global trade in the beginning of the industrial era with pot-
tery from England, Holland, Germany, and China in use in the English colonies
and during the early years of the United States.
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