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Background Information 

Experimental Archaeology 

• The fundamental goal of archaeology is to study past human culture by analyzing the

material culture people left behind, such as sites, places where human activity occurred

and material remains were deposited; and artifacts, objects made, modified, and used by

people. In archaeology, material culture typically involves things like stone tools, pottery,

buttons, glass bottles, nails, houses, roads, and even villages and cities.

• By studying both the physical attributes of sites and artifacts and their spatial distribution,

archaeologists can recognize broad patterns in material culture and develop hypotheses

about past people.

• One way archaeologists can test their hypotheses is through experimental archaeology,

a subfield of archeological research where archaeologists replicate past practices, be it

artifacts, features, or sites, using a variety of methods, techniques and approaches in a

controlled experiment.

• The purpose of experimental archaeology is not simply to replicate artifacts, it is to gain

knowledge and data through experience. When an experimental archaeologist

experiences forming and firing a clay pot or knapping a stone projectile point, they are

engaging all of their senses and deriving a deeper understanding of the processes and

personal experience behind the artifact.

• This deeper understanding derived from experimental archaeology is important because

archaeologists must also consider the meaning artifacts had to the people who made and

used them. People form social relationships with the objects in their lives, and objects

often convey cultural practices and beliefs that create and reinforce social identity.

Archaeologists must view artifacts, features, and even sites as things upon which people

projected their needs, aspirations, and beliefs.

Colonoware 

• Pottery is one of the most common types of artifacts found in the archaeological

record. This is because, unlike artifacts made of fiber, wood, leather, or metal; fired clay

does not decay or corrode and can last for a long time, even if it is buried in the ground.

For example, the earliest kind of pottery found in South Carolina, Thoms Creek pottery,

is around 3,000 to 4,000 years old.

• Pottery is very useful to archaeologists not only because of its abundance, but also

because pottery was used for a variety of purposes, from cooking to storage to rituals and

so on. Pottery was also used by everyone, from the wealthy to the poor.
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• Colonoware is a type of handmade, unglazed, low-fired, coarse earthenware made by 

enslaved Africans, African Americans, and free and enslaved Native Americans during 

colonial America and into the 19th century. This type of pottery is found on many 

historic sites in South Carolina, Virginia, and the Caribbean. In South Carolina, it is 

especially associated with sites that featured enslaved Africans and their descendants. 

 

• Colonoware offered enslaved people cheaper and more accessible alternatives to 

imported European ceramics. These vessels were used daily by enslaved individuals for 

tasks like cooking, storage, and transportation. Because colonoware is locally produced, 

it features a degree of variability in decoration, thickness, and function. For example, 

colonoware from sites in Virginia are a bit different compared to colonoware from sites 

in South Carolina. 

 

• Colonoware is interesting to archaeologists because it reflects influences from multiple 

cultural groups. This type of pottery was born from the interactions between Europeans, 

Africans, and Native Americans in colonial America, and the name “colonoware” comes 

from the term colonialism. Archaeologists can look at colonoware as a marker of colonial 

era identities and as an example of ethnogenesis, or the development and emergence of 

new social identities or ethnic groups.  

 

• Interactions between Europeans, Africans, and Native Americans can be observed in the 

distinct pottery traditions that came together and influenced the form, decoration, and 

function of colonoware. 

o Native Americans have pottery traditions dating back thousands of years. Over 

long periods of time, Native American pottery changed in the materials and 

decorations used, reflecting the emergence and disappearance of cultural groups. 

o When European explorers arrived in South Carolina beginning in the 16th century, 

Indigenous pottery was decorated using intricately carved wooden paddles, which 

would be impressed into the wet clay, leaving a complicated stamped curvilinear 

or rectilinear design when fired. Native American pottery in this period was also 

often decorated using incised lines and punctation marks. These decoration 

methods reflected a broad and variable cultural group, called the Lamar Culture 

by archaeologists today, which existed throughout South Carolina and Georgia 

and in parts of North Carolina, Alabama, and Florida. 

o Native American pottery during this period was also burnished, a process where 

a tool, such as a smooth stone, is rubbed against the surface of an unglazed pot to 

create a lustrous finish and to help make the vessel more watertight. 

o Like Native American pottery, colonoware is also found to be burnished and is 

occasionally decorated using punctations and incised lines. However, colonoware 

differs from Indigenous pottery in several ways. Most colonoware is plain, 

meaning it does not have a surface decoration, and colonoware vessels typically 

reflect European forms, featuring styles and motifs that were popular in the 

European market. For example, colonoware vessels tend to be shallower and have 

flatter bottoms compared to Native American pottery, indicating their use on 

European style hearths and tables. 
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• Because colonoware was made by and for marginalized people, there is little historical 

documentation on who, how, or why colonoware was made. To archaeologists, 

colonoware is a bit of a mystery. 

 

• Archaeologists answer questions related to pottery by looking at the clay the vessel is 

made of, how the vessel was created, the shape and form of the vessel, and the decoration 

and surface treatment used. All of these characteristics reflect specific choices made by a 

potter.  

 

• Decorations are very important to archaeologists because they represent an increase in 

time investment without an obvious utilitarian payoff. Decorations also provide insight 

into the personal preferences among people who were enslaved. Why did the potter who 

made this vessel make it this way? How did their cultural background, individual taste, 

and participation in the local economy influence the creation of this vessel? 

 

• Recent investigations into several unusually decorated colonoware sherds from South 

Carolina has revealed that these decorations were produced by a roulette, a pottery 

decorating tool which is rolled onto the wet surface of a clay vessel. Specifically, the 

roulettes used on these vessels were folded strip roulettes made from vegetation, possibly 

palmetto fronds.  

 

• Rouletting is not a known part of any southeastern Native American pottery tradition and 

is instead consistent with decoration styles seen in Western and Central African 

traditions. That makes these colonoware sherds the first identifiers of an African 

decorative potting tradition in colonial America. These sherds provide insight into the 

memory of certain skillsets and cultural practices by Africans and their descendants in the 

New World, despite the effects of colonialism and slavery. 

 

Vocabulary 

• Archaeological Record – The body of physical (not written) evidence about the past. 

 

• Archaeological Site – A place where human activity occurred, and material remains 

were deposited. 

 

• Archaeology – The scientific study of past human cultures by analyzing material remains 

(sites and artifacts) that people left behind. 

 

• Artifact – A portable object made, modified, or used by people. 

 

• Burnishing – A process where a tool, such as a smooth stone, is rubbed against the 

surface of an unglazed pot to create a lustrous finish and to help make the vessel more 

watertight. 
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• Colonoware – A type of handmade, unglazed, low-fired, coarse earthenware made by 

enslaved Africans, African Americans, and free and enslaved Native Americans during 

colonial America and into the 19th century. 

• Earthenware – Glazed or unglazed nonvitreous pottery that has normally been fired 

below 1,200 degrees Celsius. 

 

• Ethnogenesis – The development and emergence of new social identities or ethnic 

groups. 

 

• Experimental Archaeology – A branch of archaeology that studies past technology by 

reproducing it or by recreating a type of site to study the processes of site formation. 

 

• Feature – Material remains that cannot be removed from a site such as roasting pits, fire 

hearths, house floors or post molds. 

 

• Historic – The time period after written records. Dates vary in different geographic areas. 

This is also referred to as postcontact period in the United States. 

 

• Knapping – Also called flintknapping, is the process of applying force to the surface of a 

stone by striking or pressure in order to create a tool like an arrowhead or spear point. 

 

• Material Culture – Items that people make and use. 

 

• Post Mold – Small, circular, dark stain in the soil that shows where a wooden post was 

once placed in the ground. 

 

• Pottery – Pots, bowls, and other vessels made from clay and hardened by heat (firing). 

 

• Precontact Period – A time in history prior to European activity in the Americas. 

 

• Roulette - A pottery decorating tool which is rolled onto the wet surface of a clay vessel, 

leaving a decoration. 

 

• Sherd – A piece of broken pottery or ceramic. 

 

Lesson 

1. For 4th, 6th, and 8th grade classes, this lesson can be introduced to explore the emergence 

and development of social identities in South Carolina and North America as a result of 

colonialism and slavery. For 3rd grade and Human Geography classes, this lesson plan 

can be used to introduce the concepts of material culture and cultural patterns across time 

and space. 

 

2. Prepare clay and supplies before beginning the lesson. Water might need to be added to 

the air-dry clay, or it might need to be soaked in water overnight in order to be pliable. 




